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SULLCEMERGERE DI UNA PROSPETTIVA AMBIENTALE
E ECOLOGICA NELLA MUSICA DEL XX SECOLO: ALCUNE
RIFLESSIONI SU GUSTAV MAHLER E OLIVIER MESSIAEN

ABSTRACT

This article examines the emergence of a new ecological aesthetic and environmental
pedagogy in the 20th century music through the works of Olivier Messiaen and Gustav
Mabhler. Both composers display affinities in their inspiration to nature and to the sound
of nature. The monumental dimension of Mabler’s Third Symphony (1893-96) — which
conceives the symphonic form as a gigantic world, proceeding vertically from terrestrial
nature to God — is similar to the cosmic program of Messiaen’s Turangalila Sympho-
nie (1946-48). The two musicians share a similar romantic adherence to the myth of
nature, which rejects the degradation of urban space and the anthropocentrism. Mes-
siaen, after 1950, distancing himself from the serial avantgarde, achieves a radical,
integral naturalism in works such as Catalogue d oiseaux (1956-58) and Chronocromie
(1960) where a musical reinvention of birdsong becomes fundamental. This evolution is

* A first version of this article has been presented at the International Conference on
Nature in Musical Modernism Since Mabler held in Dobbiaco (Italy) at the Gustav Mahler
Research Centre on 23-24 July 2023.
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parallel in the 1970s with a new ecoaesthetics and ecological pedagogy which is affirmed,

among others, in the works and in the educational model of Raymond Murray Schafer.

The new musical ecocentrism is an expression of the crisis of the anthropocentrism of
the avantgarde and shows the rise of a new postmodern perspective on the relationship

between man and nature.

Keywords: Ecoaestetics; Gustav Mahler; Olivier Messiaen; Postmodernism; 20th
Century music.

1. BACK TO A ROMANTIC SENSE OF NATURE

Nature is a central theme and a source of original musical inspiration of
growing importance in Olivier Messiaen’s creative itinerary.

The first presence of this interest is in an early work, the Préludes for
piano (1928) that reveals the influence of Claude Debussy in the title and
in some pieces such as Les sons impalpables du réve or Un reflet dans le vent.
The musical texture, however, highlights, as Messiaen himself notes, a lack
of the «divine rhythmic freedom» of the model (Messiaen, 1986, p. 119).

A first example that consciously and explicitly refers to birdsongs
appears in the Quatuor pour la fin du temps (1941). In the first movement,
Liturgie de cristal, Messiaen writes «comme un oiseau» on the violin and
clarinet parts of the score. For the composer, the birdsong is an expression
of freedom and beauty: it is a symbol of God’s presence in the nature.

It should be underlined that the interest in birdsong in Messiaen is
part of a conception that has its roots in a religious feeling of nature which
goes back to the Romantic philosophy.

In his conversations with Claude Samuel, Messiaen recalls, also with
some criticism of the contemporary music of the time, the importance of
the concept of nature expressed by the Romantics in connection with anti-
urban feelings that remind the vision of nature of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
La Nouvelle Héloise, LEmile and other pre-Romantics writers.

In this regard Messiaen writes:

I'm not ashamed to be romantic. The Romantics were magnificent crafts-
men [...]; they were aware of the beauties of nature, of the greatness of
the divinity; were grandiose and there are many of our contemporaries who
would earn to be ‘romanticized’. [...] I have an absolute horror of cities,
horror of the one where I live despite all its beauties. [...] There is no lack
of taste in nature, you will never find a mistake in the lighting, in the colors
and, in the birdsong, a mistake of rhythm, melody or counterpoint. [...]
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Nature has preserved a purity, a freshness that we have lost. (Messiaen, 1967,
pp- 25, 26, 141)

It is also essential to remember how the attraction for nature in Messiaen
has the function to promote well-being, health and psychological balance:

Nature is beautiful and pacifying, and my ornithological works have been
for me not only a support element in the aesthetic-musical field but also a
health factor. It is perhaps thanks to these works that I was able to resist the
misfortunes and complications of life. (Messiaen, 1967, p. 24)

This reference to nature, to its purity, to its ability to produce psychological
and existential well-being, linked to the rejection of the horrors of urban
civilization, presents several analogies with the vision of Gustav Mahler.
Nature as a refuge, in opposition to the noisy urban world, emerges in the
Mabhler’s letters:

When I arrived in Zehlendorf (that is the name of the place) and tried to
find the way amid pines and firs, all covered in snow, everything quite rural
with a pretty church gaily sparkling in the winter sun, I left my troubles
behind, seeing how free and happy man becomes as soon as he leaves the
unnatural, restless bustle of city life and returns to the tranquillity of nature.

(Mahler, 1979, pp. 170-171)

For Mahler, Natur is something that is opposed to the Welrgetiimmel, the
«turmoil of the world» (Johnson, 2005, p. 29).

2. A COSMIC VISION IN SYMPHONIC FORM

Reference to late Romanticism is also crucial to understand the relation-
ship in Messiaen’s music between his cosmic vision and the symphonic
form. A clear example of this relationship is present in a central work of the
composer’s catalogue: the Turangalila Symphonie (1946-48).

Messiaen conceives his Symphony as the representation of a musi-
cal cosmogony where Love and Death are the main forces of a primordial
nature as in the seventh movement, Turangalila 2, where «monstrous dino-
saurs» move.

The symphonic cosmogony of the Zurangalila has strong analogies
with Mahler’s vision of the symphony as whole world and as Nasurlaut of
cosmic dimension: «Also Messiaen, like Mahler, asks his Zurangalila, to
contain life, death, the world» (Pozzi, 2002, p. 144). As Mahler wrote to
Anna von Mildenburg in 1896, the whole world is present in a symphony
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(Mahler, 1982, pp. 164-165). Moreover, we read in a well-known passage
dated 1901 on the Forth Symphony from Bauer-Lechner’s Erinnerungen
an Gustav Mahler as follows:

[A symphony] must have something cosmic about it, must be as inexhaust-
ible as the world and the life, if it is not to soil its name. And its organism
must be one, which may not be dissolved by anything inorganic, and patches
and binding. (Bauer-Lechner, 2013, p. 171)

In another letter dated 1896 and addressed to Richard Batka, Mahler
reveals and clarifies what he means for Naturlaut, for «<sound of nature»:
«Now it is the world, nature as everything that so to speak is awakened by
an inscrutable silence to the sound» (Mahler, 1982, p. 180). The monu-
mental Third Symphony was presented by Mahler in a letter to Anna von
Mildenburg, dated 1896, as a sort of cosmogony: «We begin with inani-
mate nature and ascend to the love of God» (Mahler, 1982, p. 167).

It must also be specified that nature in the Third Symphony is a com-
plex place and not a quiet oleographic representation. Again, in the men-
tioned letter to Richard Batka, Mahler writes:

The fact that nature hides within itself everything that exists and is terrible,
great and also lovable (this is precisely what I wanted to express in the entire
work in a sort of evolutionary development) obviously no one understands.
[...] Most people when they talk about ‘nature’ always think of flowers, birds,
the scent of the forest, etc. (Mahler, 1982, p. 179)

Returning to Messiaen, after the achievement of the Turangalila Symphonie,
the composer goes through a phase already announced in some composi-
tional procedures present in his great orchestral work. He writes some short
experimental works which inspired the serial avant-garde (Hill-Simeone,
2005, pp. 190-192; Halbreich, 2008, pp. 234-240). This change, paral-
lel to the rising tide of the serial avant-garde to which Messiaen does not
adhere, has fueled the myth-misunderstanding about Messiaen’s relation-
ship with serial thought (Pozzi, 2013, pp. 290-291). A careful analysis
denies that assumption: during the 1950s the composer took the first steps
that would lead him towards a new radical poetics and aesthetics of nature.

3. A PROGRAM MUSIC OF INTEGRAL NATURALISM

In the 1950s Messiaen opposed to the rising tide of the integral serial-
ism a program music of integral naturalism. Starting from Le Merle noir
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(1951) for flute and piano and Réveil des oiseaux for piano and orchestra
(1953), the composer turned towards a new radical musical style based on
the sound of nature and birdsongs.

This aesthetics presents some similarities with Gustav Mahler’s con-
ception of the Naturlaut expressed in the mentioned letter to Richard Batka:

However great the role played by nature in my works, I would not be able
to copy it in all its sounds or timbres. Whatever bird call or whatever sound
of nature has inspired me, I will never report it in a real tone or interval,
conforming to the original, but always in a paraphrased, stylized form that
reproduces the typical sound much more faithfully than its literal echo.

(quoted in Eggebrecht, 1994, p. 125)

However, there is a significant difference between the two composers in
the process of reinventing the sound of nature common to both. Messiaen
recreates birdsong with a naturalist’s approach, an ornithological one with
an outcome of accentuated literal-imitative effect or an intention of timbre
manipulation based, in both cases, on a aim for verisimilitude and «exacti-
tude» foreign to Mahler. He states very clearly on this point: «I am person-
ally very proud of the exactitude of my work» (Messiaen, 1986, p. 101).

Instead, his ornithological method of field research is rather close to
Béla Bart6k who studied with an ethnomusicological approach. Barték
adopted and reinvented the folksong to renew his own musical language
escaping from the German influences of Richard Strauss, but also to indi-
cate a new role of cultural awareness for the modern composer.

This Messiaen’s stylistic evolution emerges in his gigantic piano cycle
Catalogue d'oiseaux (1956-58) where a bird protagonist of each piece is put
in its habitat and in its soundscape with a mimetic descriptive and natu-
ralistic approach. A radical application of Messiaen’s integral naturalism is
present in the Epdde of Chronochromie (1960) for large orchestra where the
whole material of the piece is based on a reinvention of birdsongs notated
and studied by the composer.

The monumental conception of the Catalogue dviseaux is also pre-
sent in a very large symphonic work, Des Canyons aux étoiles... (1971-74)
for solo piano, French horn, xylomarimba, glockenspiel and orchestra. The
work, inspired by the sounds, colours and natural landscapes of the South
Western canyons of the United States where Messiaen traveled with his
wife during the spring of 1972, is an orchestral synthesis of the composer’s
naturalistic and theological narrative.

Des Canyons is made of twelve pieces lasting a total of 100 minutes
which symbolize a spiritual and mystical journey in the nature starting
from the earth to reach the heaven. This general conception of Des Canyons
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shows a quite significant affinity with one of the underlying «programme»
of Gustav Mahler’s Third Symphony, the progressive «vertical» vision in
the letter mentioned above to Anna von Mildenburg.

On his work Messiaen writes:

Des Canyons aux étoiles... That is to say ascending from the canyons up to
the stars — and higher, up to the Resurrected in Heaven — to glorify God in
all his creation: the beauties of the earth (its rocs, its birdsongs), the beauties
of the physical sky, the beauties of the spiritual sky. (Messiaen, 1978, p. 101)

4. FROM ANTHROPOCENTRISM TO ECOCENTRISM:
THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW MUSICAL ECOAESTHETICS,
ENVIRONMENTAL PEDAGOGY AND LAND ART

Messiaen’s distance from serial modernism has one of its foundations in the
centrality of nature. The modernist avant-garde had in fact anti-naturalistic
positions and affirmed the essential human artificiality of the creative act
(D’Angelo, 2001, p. 51).

Unlike Kant who in the Critique of Judgment (1790) still recognized
the existence of both natural beauty and artistic beauty, with Schelling and
Hegel we arrive at an equation between philosophy of art and aesthetics.
Artistic beauty is not natural but human. This anthropocentric vision is
accepted by the most part of the radical modernists of the twentieth cen-
tury avant-garde, but it is not applicable to the ambiguous modernism
of Gustav Mahler’s sense of nature and decidedly opposed to the integral
naturalism, to the ecocentrism of Messiaen.

Des Canyons aux étoiles. .. and Messiaen’s last production between the
1970s and 1980s takes place in parallel with a renewed reflection on the
philosophy of nature and with the emergence of the environmentalist and
ecological movements.

In the philosophical field, the position of Theodor Wiesengrund
Adorno is significant. Adorno refutes the idealistic removal of nature and
restores its philosophical function in dialectical terms with respect to his-
tory and art: «The natural beauty that claims to be nonhistorical has its
historical basis; this fact on the one hand legitimizes it, on the other and to
the same extent relativizes the concept». In another passage he writes: «If
we examine the relationship of art with nature we find it as mediated as the
inverse relationship» (Adorno, 1970, p. 105).

The reconsideration of nature in the thought of the late Adorno was
parallel to the emergence of a new widespread feeling for nature showed in
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the debate raised by ecology and environmentalism in the fields of philoso-
phy, science, aesthetics, ethics and politics (D’Angelo, 2001; Maggiore-
Tedesco, 2023).

In music, the way followed by Messiaen’s naturalism, criticized in the
New Music milieu as a sort of strange and naive composer’s idée fixe, has
found both theoretical and creative resonance since the 1970s in a span of
reflections and experiences that are different from each other but all based
on a new attention to the sound of the natural environment, to the com-
positional treatment of it, but also to a political and ethical dimension of
environmental protection and ecology.

This is the case of the musical works and theoretical reflections of
some of Messiaen’s pupils: for example the Tristan Murail’s pieces, Sables
for orchestra (1974-75), Treize couleurs du soleil couchant (1978) for five
instruments and electronics ad libitum, or Francois-Bernard Mache’s book
of zoomusicology Musique, mythe, nature ou les dauphins d’Arion (1983).

This emerging trend includes the sound ecology in the pedagogical
and creative dimension of the Raymond Murray Schafer’s book 7he Tuning
of the World (1977) and his String Quarter n. 2 «Waves» (1976). Further-
more, Murray Schafer with the work Music for Wilderness Lake (1979)
enters in the last quarter of the 20th century the growing field of Land Art
with pieces based on a conception and performance in the natural land-
scape (Boivin, 2001).

5. BEYOND MODERNISM. MAHLER’S SHADOWS ON MESSIAEN’S
MUSIC

Mahler’s shadows on Messiaen are sensitively felt on the ground of the
importance, common to both composers, of the feeling and sound of
nature connected with a spiritual, sacred-religious aura and expressed
through a grandiose, monumental musical form.

What Eggebrecht writes about Mahler has a deep affinity with Mes-
siaen: «Nature and the World are identified in Mahler’s idea of ‘creation’,
‘world as a whole” and not infrequently the two concepts are interchangea-
ble in his statements» (Eggebrecht, 1994, p. 121). Again Eggebrecht recalls
Mahler’s rejection of the city and the urban dimension which is similar, as
we have seen, in Messiaen but also in other 20th century composers like
Charles Edward Ives (Pozzi, 1985).

The convergences between Mahler and Messiaen that revolve around
the centrality and primacy of nature highlight their problematic position
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towards the modernist mainstream of the twentieth century. The co-pres-
ence in Mahler of a «high» and «low» cultural and musical levels, the spirit-
ual sense of nature, in Messiaen the Catholic faith, the musical eclecticism,
the horror for the urban dimension are aspects that highlight the crisis of
modernism and the transition to a postmodern vision, with a new image of
nature no longer object of anthropocentric domination.

This new postmodern narrative favored between the 1960s and
1970s the spread of environmentalism, ecology and the emergence of a
new aesthetics and ethics of nature that affected Pedagogy and Didactics
of Music. Olivier Messiaen’s integral naturalism and ornithological music
is part of this historical and cultural evolution. The shadows of Mahler on
Olivier Messiaen orchestral works add — to what has already been observed
strangely forgetting the case of the French composer (Downes, 2007) — a
further testimony to the Austrian composer’s legacy in the music of the
20th century.
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RiassunTO

Larticolo analizza ['emergere di una nuova estetica ecologica e pedagogia ambientale
nella musica del Novecento attraverso le opere di Olivier Messiaen ¢ Gustav Mahler.
Entrambi i musicisti presentano affinita nella loro ispirazione alla natura e al suono di
natura. La dimensione monumentale della Terza Sinfonia di Mabler (1893-96) — in
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cui la forma sinfonica si presenta come un mondo gigantesco che va dalla natura terrestre
fino a Dio — é simile al programma cosmico della Turangalila Symphonie (1946-48)
di Messiaen. 1 due compositori condividono il medesimo mito romantico della natu-
ra romantica che respinge il degrado dello spazio urbano e la visione antropocentrica.
Messiaen, dopo il 1950, prendendo le distanze dall avanguardia seriale, concepisce un
radicale naturalismo integrale in opere come il Catalogue doiseaux (1956-58) ¢ Chro-
nocromie (1960) dove la sua ricerca ornitologica assume un ruolo centrale. Questa evo-
luzione é parallela negli anni Settanta al sorgere di una nuova ecoestetica e pedagogia
ecologica sostenuta, tra altri, nelle composizioni e nel modello educativo di Raymond
Murray Schafer. Il nuovo ecocentrismo musicale é una espressione della crisi dell’antro-
pocentrismo delle avanguardie e rivela la presenza di una nuova prospettiva postmoder-
na sul rapporto tra womo e natura.

Parole-chiave: Ecoestetica; Gustav Mahler; Musica del Novecento; Olivier Messiaen;
Postmodernismo.
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