MESSIAEN MAGNIFIED

Sound Monument to Celebrate Olivier Messiean’s Centenary at Christ Church Cathedral in Montreal

08/08/08 at 08:08 p.m.

Aug. 1 (Montreal) — “It’s about time” says composer C. Scott Tresham about his 100-minute sound installation Banquet pour O : catalogue de durées which will be premiered this Friday by the Montreal Organ Consort (headed by organist and Messiaen specialist Patrick Wedd) and members of the radical performance ensemble Liederwölfe. “It’s about Eternity too, of course, but more precisely the paradox of something that is eternal acting within time.”
Banquet pour O is one of this year’s most unique tributes to the work of pre-eminent French composer Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992), who’s centenary is being celebrated with major festivals and events in many major cities all over the world. 

Banquet pour O is based on Messiaen’s own recording of Le Banquet céleste for organ, his first published composition. “I’ve carefully catalogued every duration of every note in that recording” says Tresham, “it’s not simply a case of saying all the quarter notes last this long, all the eighth notes are x number of seconds... many notes that look like they’re the same duration on the page are in fact completely different in Messiaen’s performance.” Each duration is then multiplied so that the entire performance (originally just over seven minutes long) will last 100 minutes. “I’m sure it will take [the audience] a while to adjust to this new level of slow, but once you do you enter a real contemplative state. There’s a whole universe to explore in each one of these sonorities. The experience can actually be euphoric.”

Accompanying the music, there is also a ‘silent chorus’ that processes, marking the passing of actual time by placing a candle every minute on the altar at the front of the darkened cathedral. “I guess it’ll be a bit like 100 candles on a birthday cake” adds Tresham, “but it’s also a way of incorporating some of the physical elements of Messiaen’s Catholic faith: an organ, a procession with candles drawing attention to the altar... Le banquet céleste is after all Messiaen’s meditation on the Eucharist, so the altar becomes extremely important in this context.”

In creating Banquet pour O, Tresham was inspired by Berlin-based Canadian artist Janet Cardiff’s Forty-Part Motet: A Reworking of ‘Spem in Alium’ by Thomas Tallis (2001), which consists of forty separately recorded voices played back through forty speakers strategically placed throughout the space. “I love [Cardiff’s] idea of being able to climb inside a piece of music and explore it on foot [...] what she’s done with space I’ve tried to do with time: pushing back the walls of this little organ piece to make enough space to walk around.”

Banquet pour O also stands in the tradition of works like Scottish visual artist Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho (a slowed-down presentation of Alfred Hitchcock's thriller); Scandinavian sound artist Leif Inge’s 9 Beet Stretch (a recording of Ludwig van Beethoven’s 9th symphony stretched digitally to a duration of 24 hours); and American composer John Cage’s ORGAN2/ASLSP (As SLow aS Possible) with it’s performance currently in progress on the organ at St. Burchardi’s church in Halberstadt, Germany, scheduled to end in 2639.

Banquet pour O is scheduled to begin at 08:08 p.m. on August 8th (08/08/08), a time and date chosen because it is both a precise moment, but also because it is represented by two Arabic numerals that symbolize eternity and infinity. Tresham adds that “it’s just a coincidence that the very last chord of [Banquet pour O] worked out to be 8 minutes and 8 seconds long. I’d already settled on the date at that point, so it was a nice surprise.”

Scott Tresham studied composition at the University of Toronto, the University of British Columbia and King’s College in London, England. He has lived in worked in Montreal since 1998.

The Montreal Organ Consort is possibly the world's largest ensemble of organists devoted to music for multiple players. The group's members first joined forces in 2001 performing music for four chamber organs requiring eight to sixteen hands. Continuing to explore the possibilities for this unusual genre, the MOC has collected a repertoire of works ranging from twelfth-century polyphony to music by some of today's foremost composers including György Ligeti, Steve Reich and Thomas Adès. 

Liederwölfe is a dynamic collective of musicians who bring classical vocal music to unusual venues: from pubs to parking lots to palaces. Most of their shows are opera arias and art songs in a rockin' bar. Their participation in tonight’s event marks their first appearance in a silent role.

Banquet pour O is presented as part of the Up to Your Ears new music series at Christ Church Cathedral in Montreal. For more information please go to www.myspace.com/jusquauxoreilles
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