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The economic and social convergence of the world in recent decades has
encouraged cross-cultural exchange to a degree unprecedented in human history.
Such interaction has contributed immensely to the stylistic pluralism of
contemporary art music, and the proliferation of musical styles has in turn led to a
heightened awareness of the dichotomy between ‘Self” and ‘Other’, provoking
much discussion on the 1issues of ‘Westernisation’, ‘Moderntsation’,
‘Universalism’, ‘Exoticism’ and ‘Orientalism’. Stimulated by Edward Said’s
penetrating critique, Orientalism (1978), scholarly interest in cross-cultural
interaction has increasingly focussed on the need to understand cultural activities
in the larger context of institutional, political and socio-economic conditions.

This thesis seeks to devise modes of articulating cross-cultural interaction
In contemporary art music. It attempts to develop a critical framework for
interpreting the influence of and allusions to Oriental elements in contemporary
art music — a framework that emphasises not so much the subversion of

ethnocentric narratives, but rather their transformation into more inclusive ones.

_ This is achieved through study of four contemporary composers of art
music of varied cultural and ethnic backgrounds: Olivier Messiaen, Karlheinz

Stockhausen, Peter Sculthorpe and Toru Takemitsu. 1 locate them within broad
social and cultural perspectives, and try to identify and compare their differing
approaches to and constructions of the musical ‘Other’. I argue that, out of these
composers, 1t 1s Takemitsu whose work best demonstrates the possibility of a
productive interaction of musical cultures.  Constructed out of multiple

overlapping identities, Takemitsu’s art, as I see it, creates an image of a new form
of world interdependence.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, advances in communication and information technology
have encouraged cultural interaction to the extent of enabling many to believe in
the emergence of a unified, global culture. The convergence of the musical
cultures of the world has prompted much discussion of the issues of
‘Westernisation’, ‘Modernisation’, ‘Universalism’, ‘Exoticism’ and
‘Orientalism’; and such publications as Jonathan Bellman’s collection of essays
The Exotic in Western Music (Northeastern University Press, 1998), Mervyn
Cooke’s Britten and the Far East *(Boydell and Breyer, 1996) and Glenn
Watkins’s Pyramids at the Louvre: Music, Culture and Collage from Stravinsky

to the Pgstmodemists (Harvard University Press, 1994), all testity to current
scholarlyiresearch in these phenomena. In the contemporary musical scene, such
terms as ‘Universal Muéic’, ‘Planetary Music’, ‘Worldbeat’ or ‘World Music’
have often been used as convenient labels for music which seeks to cross national

and cultural boundaries. The tendency has commonly been to seek a fusion or

synthesis of musical materials from diverse cultural and geographical origins.

Cross-cultural influence undoubtedly figured far more significantly in
contemporary art music during the twentieth century than 1t had in earlier
~centuries. Early exotic influences on Western music were for the most part
restricted to decorative or superficial effects — more ‘colour’ than structure.
Opera is the genre that saw some of the earliest use of Oriental subjects, a few

characteristic examples from the eighteenth century being Les Indes galantes
(Rameau, 1735), Solimano (Hasse, 1753), Le Cinesi (Gluck, 1754), Die



Entfiihrung aus dem Serail (Mozart, 1782), and Le Medecin turc (Isouard, 1803).!
In the nineteenth century, such instrumental works as Glinka’s Oriental dances

(1837-42), Balakirev’s Islamey (Oriental Fantasy, 1869) and Glazunov’s Reverie
Orientale (1888) are all clearly influenced by ‘exoticism’.> To be sure, Western
composers of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries generally knew little
or nothing about the reality of the East, or even about its music. Sound images of
the “‘Orient’ were largely imaginative representations, corresponding more to the

Orientalist writers of the time than to actual Oriental music. Instruments of far-
away places were often caricatured as ‘instruments of torture’.” Non-Western
elements were mostly depicted as either cruel or ridiculous, and their musical
characterisation was confined to a limited number of stereotypes, such as

rhythmic ostinati and persistent repetitions of brief melodic phrases, occasionally
with an unusual interval like the augmented second or fourth. The features of the
‘Orient’ were either distorted or stereotyped and the issues were tied in closely

with domination, power and politics.

Debussy’s exposure to an Indonesian gamelan at the 1889 International
Exhibition in Paris represents one of the most significant and popularly known
incidents in the history of the influence of Asian thought on Western music. His
subsequent affection for the colours of Japanese prints was also responsible for
the precision of the artistic route that ied to the publication of Estampes (1903),

including Pagodes. These Japanese, as well as Chinese, prints enjoyed an

Karpati, p. 23.
2 Watkins (1988), p. 117.
? Watkins (1988), p. 211.



overwhelming vogue in Western Europe by the early 1900s, and were also of
fundamental importance in the evolution of the impressionistic aesthetic
pioneered by Debussy. Ravel’s Orientalism can be seen in his Shelerezade
Overture (1898) and his choice of ‘Pantoum’ for the title of the second movement
of his Piano Trio (1914). Another characteristic example is the use of translations
of ancient Chinese poems in Mahler’s symphony Das Lied von der Erde (1907-
1909). The translated poems, slightly modified, served to provide a means of
escape for the composer on a personal level (and on a broader sociological level,
from the atmosphere of futility and impending doom that was increasingly in the

air after 1900), rather than répresenting anything characteristically Oriental.

Stravinsky (1882-1971) and Bartok (1881-1945) both had contacts with
Eastern music and were at first primarily known for their assimilation of folk and
exotic elements. Stravinsky may have been exposed to the Asian music that
permeated popular music making in the Russia he knew. A likely example of

conscious reference to certain Asian techniques is the opening of Les Noces

(1914-1917), where the use of grace notes with intervals larger than a second
produces a sliding attack that is similar to typical of certain Asian singing styles.”
The trenchant brevity of the Japanese /iaiku 1s also reflected in his Three Japanese
Lyrics (1912-1913), even though no evidence of actual influence can be
established. Bartok involved himself in serious study of musical cultures of non-
Western origin and his investigations went beyond East European folk music to
cover Arab and Turkish music. His ethnomusicological enquiries influenced and
informed his own aesthetics and techniques, and even more significant than his

assimilation of the materials he studied was his attitude towards such enquires.

He considered the character and tradition of various musical cultures as well as all

¢ Chou, p. 213.



the inherent qualities of the material itself, not all of which were perceptible or
definable according to conventional Western concepts.” While earlier non-

Western influences on Western music had been subsidiary, representing a given
ambience or a certain landscape within an established Western style, Oriental

materials now left their mark on more basic compositional assumptions.

Among the American composers who have explored the possibilities of
blending Oriental and traditional Western musical values are a group of
- California-based composers: Henry Cowell (1897-1965), Colin McPhee (1901-
64), Harry Partch (1901-1974), John Cage (1912-1992), and later, Lou Harrison
(b.1917). Henry Cowell turned to the serious study of non-European music as
early as the mid-1920s, working with ethnomusicologists in Berlin. His interest
in new sounds led him to an exploration of ethnic music from the standpoint of
both sound and organisation, which eventually resulted in one of Cowell's most
revolutionary ideas — ‘elastic form’, in which the notion of indeterminacy 1s put
forward.® Colin McPhee spent a great deal of time in the early 1930s researching
and studying the music and instruments of Bali, where he lived for a time. He
translated the music of Bali into his own style and instrumentation for standard
Western orchestra, and his Tabuh-Tabuhan (1936), for example, shows

7

considerable influence of the gamelan gong kebya.” The combined influence of

Hindu, African, and folk-American cultures is reflected in Harry Partch’s

invention of new instruments® while his percussion inventions in special tunings

’ Chou, p. 213,

6 Watkins (1988), p. 558.

! Cope, pp. 124-5; Watkins (1988), p. 558.
; Cope, p. 120.



seemed an extension of the gamelan.’

Building on the work of Cowell, Cage
arrived at a newly liberating structural principle: his interest in Oriental
philosophy played a vital role in his development of the concept of indeterminacy.
More generally, the conception of non-directional time which he derived from the
Chinese ‘Book of Changes’ (J Clzing) inspired Cage’s attempts to create a more
static and ‘motionless’ type of music, which in the ears of many seemed to
threaten chaos. And at the same time his prepared piano music again evoked the
metallic sonorities of the gamelan. Lou Harrison, too, created a wide variety of
works utilising gamelaﬁ-type (Javanese) instruments, as well as American folk-
like homemade ensembles of gamelan-like instruments. His Pacifika Rondo
(1963) for a chamber orchestra of Western and Asian instruments and Concerto in
dlendro (1961) for violin, celesta, and percussion orchestra also show an obvious

gamelan influence. These American composers who responded to Eastern sources

seem to have been more ready than their European counterparts to abandon their
heritage; but their approaches exemplify a tendency to absorb and integrate which

may still be regarded as characteristically Western.

World War II brought many cultures into contact with each other for the
first time. This no doubt accounts for a heightened awareness of things Oriental
for the first time on the part of many Westerners. But this concern with things
Oriental may now be considered part of a global cultural expansion, as
contemporary music assimilates tendencies from many different cultures. More
recent Western interest in, and influence from, Oriental art has become more

complex in nature; and the process has also been reciprocated as the flow of
influence has gone both from the East to the West and vice versa. Oriental

composers such as Isang Yun (Korean, b. 1917), Chou Wen-Chung

Watkins (1988), p. 558.



(Americanised Chinese, b. 1923), Toshiro Mayuzumi (Japanese, b. 1929) and
Toru Takemitsu (1930-1995, Japanese) have joined elements of their native
musical cultures with those of Western music. The extensive cross-fertilisation
and the adaptation of one system to another have contributed to the stylistic
pluralism of Western cbntemporary music. This has also led, in each case, to a
heightened awareness of the existence and significance of the ‘Other’, that 1s, the
non-Westerner who through his or her non-Westernness contributes towards a

definition of what it is to be a Westerner — a significance which includes broader

cultural and 1deological issues as well as more narrowly aesthetic ones.

Cross-cultural influence has contributed to the proliferation of musical
styles in contemporary art music, yet there are fundamental differences in the
basic understanding of concepts, styles and values as between different musical
cultures. These concepts, styles and values are often of incompatible natures,
deeply rooted in the social environments in which each culture exists. In many
cases, borrowing and adoption of elements from one musical system to another
has involved a certain degree of exploitation and distortion. Such borrowings
often function as tools to serve the composer’s own purpose within his or her

compositional framework.

This thesis seeks to devise modes of articulating musical activity in a
larger context, specifically in its social and cultural contexts, thereby developing a
critical framework for interpreting the influence of and allusions to Oriental
elements in contemporary art music. My research takes as its starting point the

premise that all cultural activities, including music, are (in Nicholas Cook’s

words), ‘culture-specific’, and therefore, as Cook writes,



To approach another culture’s music from an aesthetic viewpoint is to
interpret it in an ethnocentric and therefore partial manner. No work of
musicology can in a fundamental sense transcend the musical
preconceptions of its author or the cultural circumstances that give rise

to these preconceptions. On the contrary, it will express them; it will

be, to use Dahlhaus’s term, dogmatic. "

Restlessness concerning cultural identity and the validity of tradition often
permeates processes of comparative characterisation. As a result, distinctions
between cultures are often over-emphasized, creating a situation of overtly
polarised binary opposition.  Hence, in the construction of alterity, a
representation of the :‘Other’ can often be a reflection of one’s own ethnic
1dentity, or an expression of a romanticised or imaginative view of the ‘Other’.
My research investigates different constructions and uses of the musical ‘Other’
by contemporary composers of art music of varied cultural and ethnic
backgrounds. By pursuing a comparison between four contemporary composers
of art music and their borrowings of Oriental elements in different social and

cultural settings, I endeavour to examine and critique these composers’ reception
and handling of the conspicuous differences they encountered, as they themselves

contributed towards the diversity of the scene.

As might be expected from the subtitle of this thesis, ‘Orientalism in
Contemporary Art Music’, my research also takes its cue from Edward Said’s
penetrating critique, Orientalisin (1978). Said’s theory of Orientalism highlights

the urgency of understanding cultural activities in a larger context, specifically the

10 Cook (1990), pp. 6, 9.
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context of institutional, political and socio-economic conditions. Basing his
int~rpretation on Michel Foucault’s notion of discourse, Said interpreted
Orientalism as a highly institutionalised means of ‘dominating, restructuring, and
having authority over the Orient’;'' in this way, he argued, the concept of
Orientalism had come to represent a construct, not a reality. Said illustrated at
length how the orientalists’ pervasive strategies had contributed to the creation of
a stereotyped ‘pseudo-Orient’. He centred his concerns almost exclusively on

[slamic culture and primarily that of the Middle East, whereas the composers

represented in my case studies drew their resources mostly from India and the Far
East. Nonetheless, Said’s theory of Orientalism forms the background of my
research in the sense of informing my understanding of the underlying

assumptions, ideological prejudices and motives by which Orientalism has been

connected to its object.

Said based his book on the premise that historical Orientalism ties in

closely with Western ideologies and the West’s cultural hegemony over Oriental
peoples. I adopt and appropriate the view that many of the concepts and

strategies underlying Orientalism have to come under scrutiny, in the sense that
there should be a heightened awareness of the methodological assumptions and
ideological prejudices underlying the enterprise of representation. In my
consideration of the musical avant-garde and its ‘Others’ 1 have not, however,
taken on board his critique of imperialist consciousness, for instance by
interpreting Orientalism as a critical response to political conditions or as
addressing racial issues, or through attempting a re-empowerment of a repressed

(Oriental) voice in musicology. Instead, I take the stance that a more adequate

' Said (1995), p. 3.




account of Orientalism sees the relationship between the East and the West as an
open-ended dialogue in the sense that the ‘Other’ need not always be seen as a
threat or a formidable ‘cultural contestant’. In other words, I emphasise not the
subversion of ethnocentric narratives, but their transformation into larger

narratives. This perspective is spelled out clearly by J. J. Clarke in his book

Oriental Enlightenment:

The perceived otherness of the Orient is not exclusively one of mutual
antipathy, nor just a means of affirming Europe’s triumphant
superiority, but also provides a conceptual framework that allows much
fertile cross-referencing, the discovery of similarities, analogies, and

models; in other words, the underpinning of a productive

hermeneutical relationship."?

Without ignoring the complex issues of underlying ideologies and assumptions 1n
cultural representation, I aim to absorb Clarke’s thoughts into my critical stance,
seeing cross-cultural interaction more as a network of relationship than as a mere
expression of sentiments of contempt. Ultimately, I am concerned with the
shaping of new forms of world interdependence, which is not necessarily or

uniformly ethnocentric, but constructed out of multiple overlapping identities.

Hence this thesis may be seen as a study of cross-cultural interaction, and
accordingly it represents a response to certain current trends of thought in
musicology and a number of related disciplines. Particularly relevant in this

regard are issues of intertextuality and influence as propounded by the literary

12 Clarke, p. 27.




critic Harold Bloom, and appropriated into musicology by Joseph Straus and

Kevin Korsyn. Bloom’s theory of poetic reception understands influence as

consisting of successive traditions of creative misreading, and sees the influence
of one poet upon another as a complex interaction in which many creative
tensions are brought into play. His model of influence has been appropriated by
Korsyn as a basis for rejecting the 1dea of musical works as ‘autonomous, self-
contained compositions’ in favour of the notion of ‘analysing pieces as relational
events’;> musical meanings are relocated in an intertextual space, carved out of
the imaginative reinterpretation of borrowed elements. Straus, on the other hand,
adopted Bloom’s idea as a means of exploring the allusions to traditional tonal
elements within post-tonal musical works, and argued for the prevalence of

inevitable and vital creative tensions between post-tonal musical structures and

earlier music, with composers incorporating traditional elements so as to

reinterpret or ‘misread’ them."

As mentioned earlier, this thesis investigates the use of Oriental elements
by composers of contemporary art music of different ethnic and cultural ongins.
The composers selected here as specific examples of cross-cultural interaction are
Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992, French), Karlheinz Stockhausen (b. 1928,
German), Peter Sculthorpe (b. 1929, Australian) and Toru Takemitsu (1930-1995,
Japanese). A chapter of the thesis i1s devoted to each of these composers. The
chapters are organised not only in the order of the seniority of the composers, but
also in such a way as to reveal progressively the different ways in which different

perceptions of the Orient or of Oriental music have been embedded within the

musical language of the respective composers. In each chapter, I survey the

13

Korsyn, p. 3.

. Straus, p. S.

10



cultural, social and political circumstances that gave rise to the respective

composers’ conceptions of the Orient, examine the varied roles ascribed to the

Orientalist elements, and discuss the ways they were built into the framework of
each composer’s own musical aesthetics. I also document the sense of cultural
entanglement in the musical representations of the composers. Where relevant, a
small number of works are examined in some detaill, not so much as a
contribution to musical analysis, but in order to illustrate the treatment of Oriental

elements at different levels, and in different cultural and political contexts.

Chapter One, then, focuses on Olivier Messiaen, and 1n particular on his
‘Japanese’ piece, Gagaku, showing how it reflects his way of listening to, and
preconceptions about, traditional Japanese music. It argues that Messiaen’s
Orientalism 1s superficial in the sense that it 1s, in effect, an expression of his own
French-Catholic concepts of mysticism and religious veneration, upon which an
imaginative view of traditional Japanese music has been grafted. The second case
study, Orientalism 1n the case of Karlheinz Stockhausen, forms Chapter Two and
reflects a more philosophical level of Oriental influence. It will be obvious that
the levels at which Oriental influences are appropriated within composition 1s a
major feature serving to link musically technical and broader cultural analysis.
Stockhausen embraces Oriental music within a concept of inclusitveness that s
ultimately Western and Eurocentric. He uses the human voice and/or electronic
sound as a conventent way of collapsing cultural boundaries and geographical
space, so attempting to subordinate all ‘Others’ to the universal. Stockhausen’s

proposal for a ‘universal music’ with a cosmic impulse represents a conscious
1deological synthesis which, of all the case studies in this thesis, could most easily

be seen as representing a form of imperialism in Said’s sense.

11



The third case study (Chapter Three) interprets Peter Sculthorpe’s

allusions to Oriental elements as a conscious reaction against Western influence,

ultimately (and paradoxically) subsumed within his project of developing an
autonomously Australian, or Australasian, musical tradition. His borrowings and

reinterpretation of Oriental elements operate at a much more structural level than
those of Messiaen, and this might be linked with the broader cultural agenda of
the time, that of effectively repositioning Australia within the Pacific Rim. In a
way, Chapter Four, the final case study, marks the climax of the thests, as it
interprets Toru Takemitsu’s Orientalism as representing a notion of dialogue; 1n
other words, Takemitsu’s art 1s relational, based on the interaction between East
and West. Takemitsu being Japanese, the Orientalism of his works should
perhaps be better termed a reorientalising of the Orient. Beginning with a
rejection of his own tradition (though for reasons different from Sculthorpe’s),
Takemitsu experimented with the interaction of musical and philosophical
elements from the West and from traditional Japan, until he arrived at a position
of non-blending confluence which celebrates diversity and emphasises plurality.
Paradoxical as it may be, this position represents, in the author’s opinton, by far
the most effective way of appropriating Oriental traditions within a Westernised
discourse (and vice versa). Takemitsu and Stockhausen both proposed a
‘universal music’. But in contrast with Stockhausen’s aim of abolishing cultural
differences and merging diverse cultures into a single unity, 1 see a truly
universalistic outlook as one that encourages cultural interaction, and at the same

time seeks to affirm local or regional differences. Of the composers studied here,

it is the works of Takemitsu that best exemplify this outlook.

[ have deliberately omitted from this thesis any detailed consideration of

John Cage, for the simple reason that his connections with Oriental philosophy

12



have already been cémprehensively documented.'® Cage played a pivotal role for
Stockhausen and Takemitsu in the sense that his Orientalism is as much
philosophical as musical. The ‘Other’ represented in his works may have nothing
to do with anything particularly Oriental, but relates closely to intrinsically
ethnocentric ideologies. This may be suggested by his assertion that the
relationship of his composition to his study of Zen Buddhism was not one in

which Zen ‘influenced’ him to act and think in certain ways; rather, his

understanding of Zen was shaped as much by his compositional concerns as his

6

composition was shaped by his interest in Zen.'® The subtleties of Cage’s

personal style have drawn profitable attention to the multiplicity of cultural
influences, thus rendering his Orientalism more acceptable to many than might
otherwise have been the case. However, his subtlety at times masks an implicit
sense of Western hegemony. As Georgina Born notes in her book, Rc{tionalising
Culture, Cage revealed ‘a blatant bid for hegemony’ particularly vividly i1n an
article of 1958, as the American composer (in Bomn’s words) ‘describes
experimental music as “the” American movement, and then equates “America”
with “the world” in describing the necessity of America taking the lead from the

old European discourse’."”

Cage assumes the innate potential of the West in spearheading a great
musical movement, and this in turn may be seen as part of the ‘totalising’

discourse of Western cultural imperialism. Underlying his apparently culture-free

P See, in particular, James Pritchett, 7/he Music of John Cage (chapters 2 and 3 of which provide o

detailed discussion of Cage’s involvement with Indian philosophical practice and Zen Buddhism), Richard
Kostelanetz, John Cage, and David Nicholls, ‘Transethnicism and the American Expenmental Tradition’.
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Pritchett, p. 74.

. Bom, p. 62.
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(or even orientalising) technique of indeterminacy, Cage maintains an
ethnocentric concept of what music is and what it is for. This shows the necessity

in the case of Cage, and of the four composers discussed in this thesis, of

understanding orientalising techniques in a broad, cultural context.
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CHAPTER 1

ANOTHER TIME, ANOTHER PLACE:

Mysticism and Orientalism in Olivier Messiaen’s ‘Gagaku’

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The composer and pedagogue, Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992), has been

held in increasing respect since the mid-1950s, among his audiences as well as
among international composers of varying outlooks. As a composer, Messiaen’s

music is rich and exuberant as a result of his painstaking research in the fields of
music analysis, composition, ancient and modern rhythms, bird songs- and
theology, and the juxtaposing of all he encountered. Throughout his life-time,
Messiaen exposed himself to all kinds of musical techniques, languages and
schools of thought or aesthetics. He was proud of possessing a very rich, well-

supplied ‘ensemble’ of materials, and his investigation into rhythm has been seen

1

as an immense contribution to Western art music.” His deep love for time and

rhythm, and his zealous and consistent eclecticism are reflected in his posthumous
seven-volume set treatise, Traité de rythme, de couleur et d’ornithologie.? The

‘class’ which Messtaen taught at the Paris Conservatoire from 1941 to 1978

stired creative minds of many nationalities, and impacted talented students of

Pople, p. 31.

? Boivin, p. 5. Of the seven-volumes set, only three volumes have been made available. These

three volumes, published in 1997, have already reached a total of over 1,300 pages.



amazingly diverse academic background and aesthetic allegiances.” Some of his

students who have achieved international stature are Alexander Goehr, George

Benjamin, Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Iannis Xenakis and Yvonne
Loriod.

The reputation of Messiaen was, however, not always so secure,

particularly among music critics during the fifteen years from 1944-45 onwards.
Public successes also attracted much criticism ‘smacking of heresy and
1 4
r,

“sulphu as Messiaen suffered hostile comments on his music and 1n particular

his aesthetics’ Roger Nichols reported that Messiaen’s music and his musical
aesthetics were seen as vulgar,® while in a conversation with Claude Samuel,

Messtaen responded indignantly to the accusation repeatedly mounted that his

music was ‘sensual’’

In response to the unsympathetic and diverse opinions of his critics,
Messiaen relentlessly claimed that his music was always an outward display of
his allegiance to the Catholic faith. When asked to explain or analyse his own
works 1n interviews or in his composition classes, Messiaen was always willing to
enumerate the sources of his inspiration, often a quotation from the Bible or the

writings of great theologians. Indeed, the majority of his musical works are

* A collection of exclusive interviews with nearly a hundred of Messiaen’s former students was

compiled and edited by Jean Boivin, published as La classe de Messiaen (Paris: Christian Bourgeois,
1995).

¢ Boivin, p. 9. Quoting Pierre Boulez.

> Nichols (1978), p. 20.
° Ibid.

1

Samuel, p. 197.
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suggestive of theological 1ssues: half of Messiaen’s output (twenty four of forty
eight) noted in the definitive catalogue organized by Yvonne Loriod are titled
with theological or liturgical themes,® and nearly all his works are prefaced by

musical and theological explanatory notes written by the composer.” However,

considering his eclecticism, a large part of Messiaen’s work has also been

inspired by other extra-musical references. Even this seems to pose no problem

for Messiaen, as he worked the theme of faith into non-Christian myths, exotic
cultures and arts, the natural world, and scientific or philosophical theories,

subsuming them within his fundamentally theocentric vision of the world. This

will be elaborated near the end of the chapter.

Among the various aspects of his spiritually committed musical language,
Messiaen seemed to favour particularly, the descriptive quality of ‘mysticism’,
and made explicit claims of his construction of mystical ideas and thoughts in his
works. An example 1s in the preface to the religious masterpiece of his piano

literature, the Vingt Regards sur L'Enfant Jésus, where the composer claimed his
intent was to seek ‘a language of mystical love ... in multicoloured arrangements
(un langage d’amour mystique ... aux ordonnances multicolores)’.'"® Relevant to
the 1ssue discussed in this chapter is the fact that this particular mysterious quality
of Messiaen’s works, which arises from Messiaen’s experiences of a

transcendental theology, has sometimes been associated with musical aesthetics

of Oriental traditions. He has said that

Metheson, pp. 234-235.

’ Shenton, p. 226.

10

Vingt Regards sur L Enfant Jesus, p. 1.
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Japanese music 1s static, and I myself am a static composer because 1

believe in the invisible and in the beyond, I believe in eternity."’

Just how far and in what sense are Messiaen’s works Oriental? What is the
‘static’ quality the composer claimed as so characteristic of Japanese music and

which he so identified himself with?

In 1962, the composer paid his first visit to Japan. During his tour of the
country, Messiaen had contact with Japanese music and musicians, experienced
Japanese landscape and visited the temples, as well as collected some Japanese
birdsongs. On his return from the trip in the same year, he completed his Sep?
Haikai. esquisses japonaises — a set of seven independent ‘sections’ or
‘movements’, as implied by the Japanese word haikai (which means ‘short
poems’) and esquisses japonaises (Japanese sketches). Messiaen said that the
work was a musical reproduction of his fascination with Japanese traditions, what
he felt and experienced to be the ‘Japanese soul’.? To the fourth of the seven
‘poems’, Messiaen gave the name ‘Gagaku’, after the name of traditional

Japanese court music.

Added to the questions posed above are more specific considerations such
as to what extent is ‘Gagaku’ a ‘Japanese sketch’, and in what sense could 1t be
seen (as claimed by the composer) as a musical reproduction of the ‘Japanese

soul’? What experience of ‘the Oriental’ does the sound of ‘Gagaku’ convey such

' Samuel, p. 103.

12 Samuel, in Messiaen’s words, ‘I consider this piece my most beautiful homage to Japan, . ..

— not to its tradition in the literal sense, but to the Japanese soul as 1 feltit’. p. 101; p. 138.
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that it resembles the ‘sense of the invisible and beyond’ as implied by the
Japanese gagaku? This chapter seeks to explore and discuss these issues through
a comparison between the traditional Japanese court music and Messiaen’s
recreation of it in ‘Gagaku’. To facilitate a comparative analysis of the Japanese
gagaku and Messiaen’s ‘Gagaku’ in Sept Haikai, a brief account of the historical
conception of the traditional Japanese court music, gagaku, may be in order. And
so in the next section I shall offer a short introduction to the Japanese court music,
gagaku, and an illustration of the structural make-up of Etenraku — the gagaku

piece on which Messiaen apparently modeled his ‘Gagaku’.

1.2 TRADITIONAL JAPANESE COURT MUSIC: GAGAKU

1.2.1 A Brief Introduction

The Japanese word ga-gaku literally means music that 1s graceful, elegant or
refined. Originally, the term gagaku was used to refer to the Confucian ceremonial
music of the Chinese court. Later in the seventeenth century, the meaning of the term
was widened to embrace some Buddhist and secular music imported from China and
from all over the Asian continent, including musics from city-states along the Silk

Road, from Persia and from India." And today, gagaku is used to mean primarily the

13

Marett, programme notes in CD recording, 1990, Digital: KICH 2001.
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music and dance performed by the court musicians of the Imperial Palace in Tokyo,
as well as that played by ensembles related to some Shinto shrines and Buddhist
temples. The most well known example of gagaku music is a piece called Ltenraku —

originally a Chinese popular song and the last melody incorporated into the To-gaku

repertory (of Chinese as opposed to Korean influence) in the eleventh century. In
view of 1ts relationship to Messiaen’s ‘Gagaku’, 1 shall come back in due course to
outline the structural properties of Etenraku; meanwhile, it may be interesting, and

indeed relevant, to digress. briefly on how the traditional Japanese court music,

gagaku music, was canonized through the ages.

1.2.2 Legends and Nationalism: Cultural and Political Links

In an authoritative book on Japanese music, Eta Harich-Schneider makes it
clear that gagaku music underwent a lot of transformation and changes before 1t
was canonized as the gagaku music we know today. Much of the impression of
the musical character of gagaku music is by no means ‘natural to’ or ‘inherent in’
the sound but arises from historical usage. Even the manner in which individual
instruments are heard and thought about reflects the many myths long associated

with them. Examples are provided by two instruments of primary importance in

gagaku music, the hichiriki and the sho.
The hichiriki is an end-blown oboe of Chinese origin and represents one of
the most 1mportant instruments in the gagaku ensemble. Its strong tone was

. Harich-Schneider (1957), p. 410.
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described in the ancient Oriental histories as distinctive and peculiar. The
strength of the tone 1s due to the thick reed, and the embouchure with which it s
played. This embouchure, which is unique to the instrument, is also responsible
for producing microtone ornaments and pitch wavering upon the basic melody.
For generations, its strident tone has been linked with myths and stories which
express the super-natural power of the instrument. A famous thirteenth-century
story described the sound of hichiriki as having the power to charm and to move
evil souls towards doing good; and another tells of a hichiriki performance
capable of commanding rain to fall. The ‘Gothic’ aspect of hichiriki has been

preserved in modern gagaku and the uniqueness of the sound quality continues to

be a subject of interest for lovers of traditional music."

The sho has been’ considered the most ‘exotic’ musical instrument of
gagaku music. The Chinese predecessor of the sho, the sheng, 1s believed to be
the oldest known pipe organ. The weird beauty of the instrument lies 1n its tone
colour, which is complex and ethereal. Sound is produced by blowing into the
cup-shaped wind chest through a mouthpiece and closing certain holes in the
pipes. The sho player can continually sustain the highly delicate chords
characteristic of the instrument, since it sounds both when breathing 1n and out.
The shape of the sho 1s said to imitate the important mythical bird of the Far East,
the phoenix; and the sound of the s/ho, the cry of the bird. Malm describes the
continuous sound of the sho as having the effect of ‘solidifying’ or ‘freezing’ the
melody, which is said to have granted gagaku its rather ‘transcendental quality’.

As Malm says, ‘[t]he voice of the phoenix continues to intrigue the ear of man’."

P Malm (1990), p. 97.

e Malm (1990), p. 98.
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Eta Harich-Schneider recounts how gagaku music was transformed during
its transmission to Japan. Generally speaking, the tempi are believed to have
slackened over the centuries, with simple usage of the instruments being preferred
despite their potential for more elaborate and flamboyant sound production.'’
Harich-Schneider implies that this represents a deterioration of gagaku music;

certainly there were inadvertent alterations as a result of carelessness or

8

misunderstanding in transcription.'" And in the nineteenth century, a major

transformation took place when, for political reasons, the Meijt authorities
forbade development or any further rearrangements of gagaku music. Many
pieces were dropped from the repertory and efforts were made to preserve the
newly selected repertory as an unchanging tradition. The existence of past
changes was completely denied, and future changes were deemed legally illegal.
In this process of remoulding the repertory, the gakunin (traditional musicians
recognised by the authority) worked under the supervision of court officials and
influential Shinto dignitaries. As Eta Harich-Schneider puts it, ‘oral tradition 1s
unimpaired by the passage of time; the true gagaku has never changed, occasional
discrepancies in older sources are errors of the brush.” Newly defined as a
national treasure, gagaku was assumed to be unchanging and esoteric; ‘The

holiness of gagaku’, as it was said, ‘is now [revealing itself] in a slow, solemn,

& Harich-Schneider (1957), p. 131. One example is the sho. It is said that the musical and

technical possibilities of the sho are far more extensive. The suspection is that the Japanese inheritors
of Chinese music have been content for twelve centuries to play just what they leamed from their

Chinese instructors, while the repertory dwindled away gradually. ‘... and many original beauties or
virtuoso feats have gradually become blurred, forgotten, and finally lost’.
: Harich-Schneider (1957), p. 410.

9 Hanch-Schneider (1973), p. 555.
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dignified way of performance’.”® With its ‘age-old purity’ stressed, the music

> 21

remains one of the ‘moral powers of the realm

It therefore appears that the simple and severe gagaku music of today 1s as
much culturally conditioned as politically determined. If the ‘inside stories’ of
gagaku music — the mythical associations and political interpretations within the
Japanese context — have been ideologically constructed, the ‘outsiders’ tales’, as

we shall see 1n the case of Messiaen, have endowed 1t with just as much glamour

and mystery, if not more.

1.2.3 Etenraku

As already mentioned, FLtenraku i1s the best-known piece in the
instrumental gagaku repertory. It is aharmonic, based on the Ayo-jo mode which

has E as final (Fig. 1). All the ‘keyed-instruments’ used in the piece are ‘tuned’

according to this mode.”

4 Harich-Schneider (1973), pp. 552-555 (my italics).

& Ibid.

2 Malm (1990), p. 102. The instruments of gagaku cannot easily play the necessary chromatic

scales due to their untempered tuning. There are only six modes; and when the melody is re-wrilten at
a different pitch level, it will be changed.
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Fig. 1 hyo-jo mode

A characteristic of aharmonic mustc 1s that tension 1s caused by melodic
movements to and from the pitch centre. Thus in the case of Etenraku, melodic
tension 1s achieved by the well-regulated distribution of pitches above and below
the centre pitch E, with all the pitches gravitating towards this centre pitch (see
Fig. 3).* The division of rthythm of the piece is in simple units of four.** However,
the sense of pulse 1s not emphasised, and the notational details which forms part
of the gagaku tradition always serve only as a reference to things learned aurally.
Thus the seemingly ‘fixed’ rhythmic pattern is in reality far from fixed,<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>