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Meditation through Music:
An Investigation on the Relationship

between Olivier Messiaen’s Composition
and His Catholic Faith

Li-Xing Hong

Abstract

Olivier Messiaen is one of the most important music educators and the most
prolific composers in France in the 20™ century. His distinctive musical language
and his unshakable Roman Catholic faith have allowed his works to be imbued
with spiritual insights and theological reflections, which he himself termed “the
marvelous aspects of the faith.” He was appointed the organist at the I’église de la
Sainte-Trinité, and served the post for 61 years until his death in 1992. His life is a
living embodiment of Catholic faith for the 20™ century.

Messiaen is equally productive with musical writings. For many of his
compositions, he wrote annotations and commentaries, with which he elaborated
the theological concepts and religious elements embedded in his music. The
composer himself highlighted that that Catholicism is inculcated into his works as
the most important textual elements—not just organ pieces, but also piano work,
symphonic pieces and opera; and they bore witness to his personal faith and
spiritual quest. He depicted his creative process as one in which he first meditated
upon certain theological concepts, and then conveyed them with his musical
language so that he could “explicate the truth of the Catholic faith.” In this article,
the author investigates the different ways the composer represents the fides et ratio

key to his works, and how they expand the scope of religious music, while at the
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same time discuss the different interactions between religion, theology and music.

Key words: Olivier Messiaen, 20th century music, Catholic composer,

religious music, Catholic theology and music
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