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In 1987 Messiaen accepted a commission from the New York Philharmonic Orchestra to mark its 150th anniversary. Five years later, shortly before his death, Éclairs sur l’au-delà… was complete. The radiant result was a work that sums up the central musical inspirations of Messiaen’s life – the Catholic faith, and what for him were two of its most vivid and truthful manifestations: the freedom and spontaneity of birdsong, and the intricacies of exotic rhythm.

     Each of the eleven movements of Éclairs sur l’au-delà… is each prefaced with an inscription, mostly from the Book of Revelation. The work’s imposing size relates to the large number of those movements – itself a function of how, for Messiaen, music itself functioned. Music signified the divine; and the divine requires contemplation in the timelessness of eternity. The different aspects of this contemplation in turn require articulation in different kinds of music co-existing alongside each other – an approach needing ample space. Similarly, while Messiaen’s orchestra of 128 players is large, his deployment of it is not about largeness. Each movement is scored for a different groups of instruments in clearly defined lines or blocks; only rarely are these assorted orchestras-within-an-orchestra drawn together.

     This relatively restrained scoring is at one with the serenity that lies at the heart of these ‘Illuminations of the Beyond’ (perhaps the least inadequate translation possible of the work’s title). The spectacular rhetoric of Messiaen’s grandest works is sometimes present, but its tone does not dominate. Instead, there is the sense of a musical soul truly at peace with itself – if still with so much that it urgently wants to say.

1  Apparition of Christ in Glory

An imposing procession for woodwind and brass playing in rhythmic unison. The retrospective evocation of another of Messiaen’s introductory movements, that of L’Ascension (1932-33), is too close to be unintentional.

2  The Constellation of Sagittarius

A miniature self-portrait? (Sagittarius was the composer’s birth sign.) Four different sections present themselves: bell-chimes, garlanded by woodwind and other percussion; a sweetly expressive melody for strings, again evoking earlier Messiaen; a swirl of violin glissandi; and six flutes of assorted sizes playing six different birdsongs simultaneously. Each section is restated and varied; then comes a new and darker monody for strings, descending towards a dense cluster evoking the nebulae in the Sagittarius constellation.

3  The Lyrebird and the Bridal City

During a visit to Australia, Messiaen had noted down the song of the Superb Lyrebird: here he transcribed it with his trademark virtuosity, in terms of chords darting roguishly across groups of wind, strings and percussion. The composer’s widow, Yvonne Loriod, remembers Messiaen seeing the bird ‘majestically raising its plumes to form a lyre twice its height. Moved by the ritual, he thought of the Betrothed of the Apocalypse, “adorned for her husband”.’

4  The Elect, Marked by the Seal

A very short movement. There are three simultaneous layers of sound: bells and gongs working through slow rhythmic cycles, rapid multiple birdsongs on the upper woodwind, and shimmering background strings.

5  Abide in Love

Muted first violins sing above a smaller group of unmuted lower strings. On his manuscript sketch Messiaen wrote the words from Psalm 42: ‘As the hart longs for the water-brooks, so longs my soul after thee, O God.’ 

6  The Seven Angels with the Seven Trumpets

The Seven Angels of the Book of Revelation are Messiaen regulars, one of their more notable appearances being their wild and gravity-defying dance in the Quartet for the End of Time (1941). Here their music is different: the seven trumpets are represented by horns, trombones and bassoons playing in rugged unison. Meanwhile a seven-unit rhythmic figure – three ferocious drumstrokes, and a slap from the whip – punctuates parallel rhythmic cycles on gongs and tamtams.

7  And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes…

The words of one of this movement’s inscriptions – St Matthew’s ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted’ – are those set by Brahms in the opening movement of his German Requiem. Woodwind chords descend gently from on high; horns and flutes answer in D major; a Blackbird’s song sounds on a solo flute; and each section has a varied repeat.

8  The Stars and Glory

The longest and most elaborate movement, beginning with a subterranean four-note figure on double basses and contrabass clarinet. Among the torrent of suspended musical animation that follows are prominent roles for Albert’s Lyrebird (whooping wind and strings) and the Garden Warbler (glittering flutes and pitched percussion). Low, dense string trills denote star-nebulae. A recall of the opening four-note idea suddenly hurtles upwards through the orchestra and initiates a huge unison chorale, marked ‘Glory to God in the Highest’.

9  Birds in the Trees of Life

For Messiaen, each bird is a self-contained symbol of a resurrected soul’s joy. These ones sing while perched on the branches of the Tree of Life: there are 25 of them, represented by ten species of flute and seven of clarinet.

10  The Way of the Invisible

Paradise very far from attained. Harsh, unaccompanied themes and strident chord-sequences alternate with hectic strings, struggling to escape from earth’s gravity.

11  Christ, Light of Paradise

The fifth movement’s longing is answered. In music scored similarly for strings, the addition of a single trilling triangle signifies the celestial light enveloping the last, and most serene of Messiaen’s songs-without-words in A major.
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