upré and Messiaen, master
and pupil respectively,
were both accorded a spe-
cial welcome in London
during their lifetimes. Now,
uncannily, both are to be
represented by performances in
London of their respective complete organ
works in the space of just a few weeks.

Dame Gillian Weir, who plays the
Messiaen cycle at Westminster Cathedral
in May and June (tickets Ticketmaster
0171 344 4000), has the experience of
tackling this particular musical mountain
in various parts of the world.

Jeremy Filsell, however, will give what
he believes is probably the first ever com-
plete cycle of Marcel Dupré’s organ works
over no fewer than nine concerts at St
Peter’s, Eaton Square, in June and July
(tickets on the door).

The Messiaen Festival at Westminster
Cathedral is more than just a music
marathon, however. Marking the 90th
anniversary of the composer’s birth, it
seeks to place the organ works in their
spiritual context.

‘We wanted to give people an entrée
into the world of Messiaen by offering an
exploration of the thoughts and beliefs
behind the music,’ says the cathedral’s
master of music James O'Donnell.

‘For one thing there are pre-concert
talks, sponsored by the Catholic newspa-
per The Tablet. Then we've programmed
additional pieces of music by Messiaen to
further emphasise the wider context. Livre
d’Orgue is paired in the third concert with
the Quartet for the end of time — both works
introducing the idea of the apocalypse.

‘The Messe de la Pentecéte is paired with
a Dufay mass from five centuries before -
a stark early renaissance work that, in its
own way, is just as extraordinary as any-
thing written by Messiaen.

‘The scriptural texts which inspired
works will be read before they are played
- not to be preachy, simply to help the
music make sense.’

‘Whether it means appreciating the
liturgical context or not,’” says Dame
Gillian, ‘1 hope that audiences will take in
more of the meaning of this music.

‘Messiaen himself knew and very much
liked the Westminster Cathedral organ -
he told me he especially liked its power.
He wasn't one for baroque organs — he
liked an instrument that reinforced the
drama and emotion in his music. And his
music fits the building. It's not the bath-
room you might think it is. It can provide
the clarity that Messiaen so valued, but
the resonance is there to reinforce the har-
monies.’

James O'Donnell sees the cathedral
organ he knows so well as ‘ideal for
French music - it has very bold colours,
lots of reeds, and all you need to create
effective crescendi’. -
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‘It couldn’t be better situated — high up
on the west wall, from where you can hear
absolutely everything. I'm sure people will
find the very stones of the building seem
to reflect this music. It's hard not to feel
the atmosphere of the cathedral being a
powerhouse of prayer — which is so much
the heart and soul of this music.’

Dame Gillian Weir met Messiaen on a
number of occasions, not least during a
mammoth festival of his music in

Dame Gillian Weir:
‘It's hard not to feel
the atmosphere of
the cathedral being
a powerhouse of
prayer . . . which is
so much the heart
and soul of this
music’

Australia, but never felt the need slavishly
to seek his guidance.

‘It was of course a great thrill to meet
him and play for him, but I'm not a com-
puter to be programmed. You can talk far
too much about music. He was never one
to press his views on people - he knew
that his music had many sides to it and
hence many possibilities. After all, he
changed his own mind on tempi and
registrations, for example.

Master and pupi

While the 90th anniversary of Olivier Messiaen’s
birth is celebrated by a cycle of his organ works
starting this month, his pupil Marcel Dupré is the
focus of another complete cycle from June.
Andrew Green reports






