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Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel and 
Olivier Messiaen

Why these three composers?

The Link in this French Triumvirate

Exoticism

Paris Exhibition of 1889



Pagoda, Java
Temple, Kuala Lumpur





Claude Debussy (1862-1918)

Debussy and Exoticism – Three Examples

Deux arabesques

Rondel Chinois

Estampes



Debussy: Impressions, Colour and Light

Collect impressions. Don’t be in a hurry to write them 
down. Because that’s something music can do better 
than painting: it can centralise variations of colour and 
light within a single picture.

(Debussy in a letter to Raoul Bardac, February 24, 1906)



Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)

Ravel and Exoticism – Three 
Examples

Shéhérazade

Boléro

Rhapsody espagnole



G# minor pentatonic scale: G#, B, C#, D#, F#, G#



Whole-tone scale on C: C, D, E, F#, G#, A#, C



Hemiola - Sesquialtera



Aeolian mode

Dorian mode on C#



Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992)

Messiaen and Exoticism

Some Examples
Turangalîla-Symphonie

Oiseaux exotiques

Sept haïkaï – Esquisses japonaisses

Catalogue d'oiseaux

Quatuor pour la fin du temps



Sainte-Chapelle, Paris



Messiaen and Sounds in Colours

The first time I came to Sainte-Chapelle, I was only a little boy. I 
must have been about eleven years old, but I was overwhelmed by 
the colours. I think it was at that moment that I understood that music 
is coloured. When you look at the stained-glass window, you don’t 
see all the figures straight away. You just have a sensation of colour; 
you are dazzled and you have to close your eyes. And these colours 
are so marvellously beautiful because they are the natural colours 
made with the powder of natural precious stones. When I hear a 
chord, a complex of sounds, I see the corresponding colours, not with 
my eyes but inside my head.

Olivier Messiaen – The Music of Faith



Messiaen and Bird Song, Improvisation and Colours

It’s important to realise that the birds discovered everything. I have 
been trying to equal the freedom of their improvisation for almost sixty 
years. Monet, when he painted water lilies in the water, was not 
interested in putting an actual water lily on the picture. He wanted to 
represent one variation of the light on the water lilies. In the same way, 
I represent the countryside in all its variety along with the bird. I don’t 
just take the bird on its own when I notate it. I also depict its 
surroundings – the colours of the bird’s plumage and the colours of the 
countryside. Usually, the countryside is not in the same pitch as the 
bird’s because the bird is something living, whereas the countryside is 
something still. There’s a difference in tone colour.

Olivier Messiaen – The Music of Faith



Messiaen and Rhythm

I have always avoided using a regular beat because an even 
rhythm is artificial. Equal durations belong to a military 
march, which is an artificial thing. If you look at the 
branches of a tree, they are arranged unevenly; if you look at 
the waves of the sea, they are uneven. The regular beat is an 
artificial thing, unnatural and inhuman.

Olivier Messiaen – The Music of Faith



Messiaen and the Indian Tala

A Tala means a clap, tapping one's hand on one's arm, a 
musical measure. It is the term used in Indian classical 
music to refer to musical meter, that is any rhythmic beat 
or strike that measures musical time. The measure is 
typically established by hand clapping, waving, touching 
fingers on thigh or the other hand, verbally, striking of 
small cymbals, or a percussion instrument in the Indian 
subcontinental traditions. Along with raga, which forms 
the fabric of a melodic structure, the tala forms the life 
cycle and thereby constitutes one of the two foundational 
elements of Indian music.



Oiseaux exotiques (1953-1965)

In Oiseaux exotiques, I put together birds from Malaysia, China 
and North and South America, which have obviously never 
sung together since they are not in the same country. So that is a 
deliberately artificial thing purely for artistic enjoyment. 
Actually, all the instruments which can be played quickly are 
close to birdsong. Birdsong is a vital musical source for me. I 
could almost say it is part of my orchestra like the flute, the 
clarinet, the bassoon, or the horn.

Olivier Messiaen – The Music of Faith



Structure

Messiaen’s exotic aviary is divided into nine sections. Some are 
lengthy medleys of tightly intertwined songs for the entire 
ensemble. Some are brief interludes showcasing individual 
birds in smaller instrumental combinations. Interspersed among 
them are several virtuosic piano cadenzas



Colours through Orchestration



Mainate hindou (Southern Hill Myna) 
Garrulaxe de L’Himalaya (White-crested Laughingthrush)





Liothrix de Chine (Red-billed Leiothrix)



Grive des bois d’Amerique (Wood Thrush of the Americas)



Troupiale de Baltimore (Baltimore Oriole)



Cardinal rouge de Virginie (Red Cardinal of Virginia)



Merle de Swainson (Swainson's Thrush)



Shama des Indes (Indian Shama) 

Tetras Cupidon des prairies (Greater Prairie Chicken)









“Jardin du Sommeil d’amour”
Turangalîla-Symphonie

"Lîla" literally means play – but play in the sense of the divine action 
upon the cosmos, the play of creation, destruction, reconstruction, the 
play of life and death. "Lila" is also love. "Turanga": this is the time that 
runs, like a galloping horse; this is time that flows, like sand in an 
hourglass. "Turanga" is movement and rhythm. "Turangalîla" therefore 
means all at once love song, hymn to joy, time, movement, rhythm, life 
and death.

Olivier Messiaen


