How to describe my feelings having just heard two
performances and the recording of the Turangalila-Symphonie,
conducted by the inspired Myung-whun Chung? At the
moment, in association with the music publishing house of
Durand, I am preparing a new edition of the Turangalila-
Symphonie, to include some small changes that have been
suggested to me by my hearing around two hundred
performances of the work, in different cities and different
countries. The magnificent version of the Turangalila-
Symphonie that has now been achieved by Myung-Whun
Chung, by the two soloists Yvonne Loriod and Jeanne Loriod,
and by the Bastille Opera Orchestra, takes account of these
modifications, and answers perfectly to all my desires. These
are the correct tempos, the correct dynamics, the right feelings
and the right joy! Coming after the many excellent
interpretations that we already know, this new version, superb
from every point of view, can be considered henceforth the
definitive account.
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The Turangalila-Symphonie was commissioned from me by
Serge Koussevitzky, for the Boston Symphony Orchestra. I
wrote it and orchestrated it between 17 July 1946 and 29
November 1948. The first performance took place on 2
December 1949 in Symphony Hall, Boston, with Leonard
Bernstein conducting the Boston Symphony Orchestra. The
solo piano part was taken by Yvonne Loriod, who has played it
almost every time since. “Turangalila” — pronounced “tour-ahn-
gu-lee-lah”, with the last two syllables accented and
lengthened —is a word in Sanskrit. As with all words from
ancient oriental languages, its meaning is very rich. “Lila”
literally means play — but play in the sense of the divine action
upon the cosmos, the play of creation, of destruction, of
reconstruction, the play of life and death. “Lila” is also Love.
“Turanga’ this is time that runs, like a galloping horse; this is
time that flows, like sand in an hourglass. “Turanga” is
movement and rhythm. “Turangalila” therefore means all at
once love song, hymn to joy, time, movement, rhythm, life and
death. The Turangalila-Symphonieis a love song. The
Turangalila-Symphonieis a hymn to joy. Not the respectable,
calmly euphoric joy of some good man of the 17th century, but
joy as it may be conceived by someone who has glimpsed it
only in the midst of sadness: in other words, a joy that is
superhuman, overflowing, blinding, unlimited. Love is present
here in the same manner: this is a love that is fatal,
irresistible, transcending everything, suppressing everything
outside itself, a love such as is symbolized by the philtre of
Tristan and Yseult. The Turangalila-Symphonieis framed by
Harawi, “song of love and death”, for voice and piano (written
in 1945) and Cing Rechants for twelve mixed voices
unaccompanied (written in 1949). Harawi, the Turangalila and
Cinqg Rechants are three aspects — different in musical
resources, volume, importance and style — of one single Tristan
and Yseult. In all three works the heroine — like Viviane, the
beloved of the enchanter Merlin, like Yseult the fair, adept
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of philtres, like the Ligeia of Edgar Allan Poe, ruling over
death - is something of a magician: “Her eyes journey into the
past . . into the future.” In all three works the lovers —as in
Marc Chagall's paintings — go beyond themselves and take
wing into the clouds: “the lovers take wing . . Brangien, in the
space you breathe”. In all three works, finally, the subject is the
love unto death — the play of life and death — as summed up in
this last quotation from Cing Kechants: “Orpheus the explorer
finds his heart in death”. Besides numerous themes relating to
each one of the ten movements, the Turangalila-Symphonie
has four cyclic themes, which reappear pretty well all through
the work. Tables of themes classed according to literary
symbols are distinctly shaky and often somewhat ridiculous
(Wagnerians in this way have got up Wagner's leitmotifs into
ready-made ideas that restrain his thought): if I nevertheless
use this method for my four cyclic themes, it is simply as a
mnemonic device, intended to make them easier to recognize.
The first cyclic theme, in weighty thirds, nearly always played
by trombones fortissimo, has that oppressive, terrifying
brutality of Mexican ancient monuments. For me it has always
evoked some dread and fatal statue (one thinks of Prosper
Mérimée's La Vénus dTlle). I call it the “statue theme”
(example 1, p. 8).

Exemple 1: THEME-STATUE
Lourd, presque lent
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The second cyclic theme, assigned to caressing clarinets in a
pianissimo, is in two parts, like two eyes reflecting each
other... Here the most appropriate image is that of a flower.
One might think of a delicate orchid, a florid fuchsia, a red
gladiolus, an excessively pliant convolvulus. I therefore, call
this the “flower theme” (example 2, p. 8).

Exemple 2: THEME-FLEUR
Lent
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The third cyclic theme is the most important of all. It is the
“love theme” (example 3, p. 8.

Exemple 3: THEME D’AMOUR
Treés modéré, tres tendre
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Lourd, presque lent
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The fourth cyclic theme is a simple chain of chords. More than
a theme, it is a pretext for different sound strata: it makes
possible, for example, the opposition between rhythmic chords
in changing registers on the solo piano and these same chords,
scattered by crossing counterpoints into every colour of the
orchestra, at the beginning and end of the eighth movement.
There and elsewhere, whether it is hurled into the depths in
heavy bundles of blackness, or distributed in fine strokes, in
airy arpeggios, this “chords theme” embodies the formula of
the alchemists' doctrine: “dissociate and coagulate” (example 4,
p. 9.

Exemple 4: THEME D'ACCORDS
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The Turangalila-Symphonieis a love song. The Turangalila-
Symphonieis a hymn to joy. It is also a vast counterpoint of
rhythms. Here I will allow myself a short explanation of the
two main rhythmic terms I will have to use in analysing the
work: “rhythmic characters” and non-retrogradable rhythms.
“Rhythmic characters"

Imagine a theatrical scene. There are three characters on
stage: the first is active, has the leading role in the scene; the
second is passive, acted upon by the first; the third witnesses
the conflict without intervening, being only an observer and
not stirring. In the same way, three rhythmic groups are in
action: the first augments (this is the attacking character); the
second diminishes (this is the character attacked); the third
never changes (this is the character who stands aside). In the
fifth movement of the Turangalila-Symphoniel used a
development of six rhythmic characters. Two augment, two
diminish, and two stay the same. But with this complication,
that the first three recreate the gestures of the other three in
an inverse fashion, retrograding the durations.
Non-retrogradable rhythms

Motifs of inverse symmetry, ordered around a central axis,
have long been used in the decorative arts (architecture,
tapestry, glaziery, flowerbed design). This sort of form can be
found too in the veins of the leaves of trees, in butterfly wings,
in the human face and body, and even in ancient magic
formulae. Non-retrogradable rhythms follow the same
principle. They are composed of two groups of durations, one
the reverse of the other, enclosing a central value common to
both groups.

Whether the rhythm is read from left to right or from right to
left, the order of durations is the same. It is a completely closed
rhythm.

Instrumentation

The instrumentation of the Turangalila-Symphonieis
monumental; it is also unusually varied. The woodwind are in
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threes, and play a great deal: solos, counterpoints, birdsongs,
as an independent harmonic group, divided between high and
low registers at the same time.

The brass are dominated by the trumpets, with one piccolo
trumpet in D, three standard trumpets and one cornet
alongside four horns, three trombones and a tuba. The piccolo
trumpet's high notes give a brilliance to the orchestration and
push the fortissimos up a notch. Numerous themes are given
to the trumpets and to the trombones. The “statue theme” is a
trombone theme; the first theme of the finale is a horn theme.
The brass are not content with a few powerful themes or with
soft held notes: often they play with the same speed as the
woodwind.

The string body is an imposing one, for the sake of balance
with the other groups: 16 first violins, 16 seconds, 14 violas, 12
cellos and 10 double basses. As in most of my works, besides
big cantabile phrases or contrapuntal ensembles, the strings
are sometimes treated as groups of soloists: for example in the
ninth movement, where 13 solo strings play in 13 real parts
independently of the other voices of the orchestra. The keyed
percussion comprise a glockenspiel, a celesta and a
vibraphone. These three instruments, combined with the solo
piano and the metal percussion, form a small orchestra within
the bosom of the large orchestra, with a sonority recalling the
gamelan of Bali. (The Javanese orchestra, or gamelan, also
used on Bali, notably includes of course several xylophones
and metallophones, large gongs, sets of bells, small gongs, and
long drums, or kendangs.)

The percussion are organized in the following manner: in the
extreme treble, the triangle; then the wood instruments, with
three temple blocks (or Chinese blocks) and one wood block;
the metal instruments, with, from treble to bass, a small
Turkish cymbal, the cymbals (one suspended and a pair to be
clashed together), a Chinese cymbal and a tamtam; in the
middle range come the Basque drum and the maracas; then
the skin instruments, with a side drum, a Provencal tabor and,
right at the bottom, a bass drum. To these must be added a set
of tubular bells. The percussion escapes from its role of
“seasoning” These instruments play counterpoints of durations
and real rhythmic themes, like, for example, the wood block
theme at the start of the fourth movement.

The solo piano part is so important, demanding a virtuoso of
such extraordinary powers, that one can say the Turangalila-
Symphonieis almost a piano concerto. Long, brilliant cadenzas
are intercalated into the different movements, tying together
the elements of development and becoming part of the form.
The cadenza that ends the fifth movement is so vehement it
even manages to exceed the shattering orchestral tutti that
precedes it. The solo piano is part of the gamelan. It also
makes birdsongs heard. Throughout the sixth movement,
“Garden of Love's Sleep”, it embroiders a counterpoint of
birdsongs above the “love theme”: one could not omit these
birdsongs without destroying the whole piece. The solo piano
enriches and completes the harmony with chordal ostinatos.
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It is sometimes treated as a percussion instrument,
particularly when it is developing rhythmic canons. It adorns,
varies, bejewels the orchestration with diverse figures:
simultaneous arpeggios, notes doubled by the hands in
alternation, combinations of extremely high and extremely low
registers, pedalled dissolves, chord cascades, star bursts, and a
thousand effects essential to the life of tuttis both small and
full.

The ondes martenot plays a big role in the piece. Everyone
notices it at moments of paroxysm, when it dominates the
fortissimo with its voice, expressive and super-high. But it is
also used in the bass and softly, for felted glissandos, sounds in
revolve, themes in echo. The “love theme” in the sixth
movement uses a special diffuser: the palm, which produces
sympathetic vibrations. Finally, I made great use of the
metallic facility: each sound takes on the corresponding
metallic resonance of a gong placed in the diffuser,
surrounding it with a halo of harmonics. Strange, mysterious
and unreal when they are soft, or cruel, lacerating and
terrifying when forceful, these metallized sounds are certainly
the most beautiful the instrument can produce.

Analysis of each movement

I — Introduction: The first two cyclic themes are heard: the
“statue theme” on the trombones, fortissimo, the “flower
theme” on the clarinets, pianissimo. After a solo piano cadenza
comes the body of the movement: this superposes two hythmic
ostinatos in the woodwind and the strings, a gamelan, and a
fourth level where chords in the brass and the piano alternate
and answer each other. Conclusion on the “statue theme”.

II — Love Song I Refrain form, with two verses and a
development. The refrain always alternates two elements
completely contrasted in tempo, nuance and feeling. The first
element is a motif on the trumpets, quick, loud and passionate.
The second element is a motif on the ondes and the strings,
slow, soft and gentle. In the first verse may be noted the
alternation of sombre nasal timbres (low oboe and cor anglais,
clarinets in their chalumeau register) with pizzicatos, all
mixed with the violins' col legno and with percussive attacks
from piano and bells.

III — Turangalila I: First theme exchanged between the
clarinet and the ondes (metallized echo timbre), punctuated by
the bell, vibraphone and double bass pizzicatos. Second theme
on low trombones, with a gamelan of celesta, glockenspiel,
vibraphone and piano superimposed. Third theme, more
supple and sinuous, given out by oboe and flute in retrograde
rhythmic canon.

Combination of the first and second themes on the brass,
fortissimo. Quiet and distant coda, replacing a re-exposition
with some brief allusions to moments that have passed. From
the middle of the movement to the end, a fourth theme, solely
rhythmic, makes itself heard constantly. It is made up of three
rhythmic characters confided to three percussion instruments:
maracas, wood block and bass drum. Mineral timbre of the
small stones or bits of lead contained in the maracas;
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vegetable, wooden timbre of the wood block; animal timbre of
the skin of the bass drum. The roles of the three rhythmic
characters are as follows: the bass drum increases, the
maracas decreases, the wood block stays the same.

IV — Love Song 2 This can be divided into nine sections. 1)
Scherzo for piccolo and bassoon, with a rhythmic theme on the
wood block. 2) Bridge. 3) Refrain and first trio on the
woodwind. 4) Second trio on solo strings. 5) Superposition of
the two trios, of woodwind and strings, with birdsongs on the
piano. 6) Bridge. 7) Reprise and superposition of the scherzo,
the two trios and the “statue theme”. All elements of the
movement are heard at the same time, in a complex
scaffolding of ten simultaneous musics. 8) Solo piano cadenza.
9) Coda. The “flower theme” is heard on the clarinets,
pianissimo, the "statue theme” on the trombones, fortissimo,
the refrain on the ondes and solo violins. The end is worth
noting, with the effect of a fan closing and opening in the
vibraphone and the piano, over the calm and unctuous surface
of three trombones playing pianissimo.

V — Joy of the Blood of the Stars: This is a long, frenetic dance
of joy. In order to understand the qualities of excess in the
movement, one must remember that the union of true lovers is
for them a transformation, and a transformation on a cosmic
scale. André Breton discovers all four elements in the beloved:
“My wife, her eyes on a level with water, on a level with air,
with earth and with fire”. Already in Shakespeare one finds his
heroine saying: “My bounty is as boundless as the sea”
(Romeo and Juliet). And Tristan says to Yseult, in the famous
roman en prose. “If all the world were visible to us at once, 1
would see nothing but you”. The movement is based on just
one theme, which is a variant of the “statue theme”. Most
important is the big central development. There the trombones
and the horns sound out the "statue theme”, treated in
rhythmic characters. There are three rhythmic characters: the
first increases, the second decreases, the third stays the same.
Later the trumpets join in, and take up these three rhythmic
characters again, making them move in a forward direction,
while the trombones and the horns reverse their durations,
making the second character increase, the first decrease, the
third always staying the same. The result of this is a
retrograde rhythmic canon made up of six rhythmic
characters, the lower three characters inverting the
movements of the upper three characters. After this shattering
tutti, a solo piano cadenza on the “statue theme”, played at
lightning speed, augments again the delirium of joy.
Conclusion on the “statue theme” in very slow values, played
fortissimo by the brass.

VI — Garden of Love’s Sleep: A single expansive phrase on the
“love theme” occupies the whole movement. This is confided to
the ondes and muted strings. The solo piano introduces
birdsongs: that of a nightingale, of a blackbird, of a garden
warbler, but stylized, idealized. The two temple blocks, in very
slow values, execute a double progression on chromatic
durations: one in a forward direction, towards ever longer
durations, going from the present towards the future; the other
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1n a reverse direction, from very long towards less long
durations, converting the future into the past. Both represent
the flowing of time. This movement is in total contrast with its
predecessor. The two lovers are enclosed in love's sleep. A
landscape comes out of them. The garden around them is
called Tristan; the garden around them is called Yseult. It is a
garden full of shadow and light, of new plants and flowers, of
bright and melodious birds. “All the birds of the stars .”, to
quote Harawi. Time flows forgotten. The lovers are outside
time: let us not wake them.

VII — Turangalila 2: Two orchestral effects need pointing out.
First, a fan closing on itself (RimskyKorsakov would have
called it a convergent procession), where the antagonists
arethe ondes martenot on one side and the three trombones
and tuba on the other. Gentle, expressive voice of the ondes,
going down, full of pity, into the depths. Thick, muddy voices of
the trombones and tuba in close position in the bass,
advancing slowly, like monstrous dinosaurs. Secondly, a
terrifying rhythm, using the “chords theme” and the metal
percussion, giving a double sensation of expansion and of
retrenchment, of height and of depth, each cycle ending in a
great stroke on the tam-tam. This recalls the double terror of
the pendulum knife slowly getting nearer the heart of the
prisoner while the wall of red-hot iron closes in on him, and the
unspeakable, indescribable depth of the torture pit, in Edgar
Allan Poe's celebrated story The Pit and the Pendulum.

VIII — Development of Love: This terrible title can be
understood in two ways. What does it evoke immediately?
Lovers who can never detach themselves, like Tristan and
Yseult, whom the “love potion” united for ever. But this
constantly growing passion, multiplying itself to the infinite, is
not the title's only meaning: there is also the musical
development. In a work of ten movements, a few partial
developments would not suffice: there had to be a whole
movement of development, and this is it. One hears the
“chords theme”, the “flower theme” and three great explosions
of the “love theme”. In the introduction and coda framing the
development, one hears the “chords theme” rhythmically in
the piano and dispersed into the various colours of the
orchestra, while at first the bells, then later the trombones and
trumpets, play the “statue theme” in a triple rhythmic canon
on non-retrogradable rhythms which are constantly drawn in
tighter. The explosions of the “love theme” show us Tristan and
Yseult transcended by Tristan-Yseult, the peak of the whole
symphony. The final tam-tam stroke stirs echoing vibrations in
the caves of oracles: one hears resonances from the languages
of the beyond, and the “statue theme” bends over the abyss...
IX — Turangalila 3 In this strange movement, besides a
melodic theme superimposed on itself in multiple variations
distributed among the piano, gamelan, ondes and woodwind,
one hears a rhythmic mode of 17 durations arranged in
irregular order and sounding simultaneously in five different
percussion timbres (wood block, suspended cymbal, maracas,
Provencal tabor, tam-tam), with this special feature, that each
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duration and each timbre is underlined by chords played by 13
soloists from the string body, the harmony depending entirely
on the rhythm, and the sound being no more than a coloration
designed to set the quantitative and phonetic classes in relief.
X — Finale The first theme is a fanfare for trumpets and
horns; the second is the “love theme”. One last explosion of the
“love theme”, with the tutti playing fortissimo, is followed by
the triumphant coda. In the big tutti on the “love theme”, the
three groups — woodwind, brass, strings — mutually reinforce
each other, and the power of the brass gains in feeling from the
extra-terrestrial voice of the ondes in the extreme treble,
communicating to the whole orchestra its light and its tears of
joy. The melody rests in suspense, in a state of luminous
expectation, and this great gesture towards an end that does
not exist (Glory and Joy are without end) attracts and inspires
the coda, a brilliant, vehement peroration on the first theme.

(Translation: Paul Griffiths)

(From the liner notes of the Ttrangalila-Symphonie, conducted
by Myung-whun Chung)
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