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In the excerpt above from Movement VI, the five measures following Letter F (*) illustrate 
Messiaen’s use of nonretrogradable rhythms in all four instrumental parts.

Thus Messiaen reveals his true focus in the Quartet for the End of Time. The theo-
logical symbolism of the timelessness of eternity (from his Catholic faith) and the composer’s 
desire for the end of musical time (based on the equal durational divisions of classical music) 
informed the structure, rhythms, and harmonies of the Quartet. 

The instrumentation for the Quartet was naturally dictated by what he had available 
in the camp, which Messiaen may also have owed to the hand of Providence. The three mu-
sicians who premiered the Quartet with Messiaen came from prior professional careers. Jean 
Le Boulaire, the violinist, had studied the violin at the Paris Conservatoire before his military 
conscription in 1934.  Ètienne Pasquier, the cellist, was, like Messiaen, a child prodigy and 
a graduate of the Paris Conservatoire. For the nine years prior to his military duty in 1939, 
Pasquier was assistant principal cellist of the Paris Opera Orchestra, a position he resumed 
after his release from prison in 1941. Along with his two brothers Jean and Pierre, Ètienne 
was member of the Trio Pasquier, whose performance career would ultimately span 47 years. 
Henri Akoka, the clarinetist and the only Jewish member of the quartet, was raised in a musi-
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34 cal family, attended the Paris Conservatoire, and was a member of the Paris-based Orchestre 
National de la Radio when he was mobilized for military service in 1939. 

The four musicians met during the course of their captivity, first at a field in Nancy 
near Verdun, and then in Görlitz at Stalag VIIIA, where most of the movements of the Quar-
tet were composed. Messiaen and Pasquier were released together from Stalag VIIIA less 
than one month after the January 1941 premiere of the Quartet, and Akoka escaped three 
months later (clarinet under his arm) in a dramatic leap from a convoy train loaded with pris-
oners. Messiaen took a professorship at the Paris Conservatoire within months of his release, 
Pasquier resumed his position with the Paris Opera Orchestra, and Akoka made his way back 
to Marseilles to play again with the Orchestre National de la Radio. Le Boulaire continued in 
captivity until his release in December 1941, after which he pursued an acting career in the-
ater, film, and television.27 The original four members of the quartet were never to play again 
together after that now-famous prison premiere. 

The war, however, was not finished with its effects on Messiaen’s Quartet for the 
End of Time. Hitler’s military machine had made hasty work of Europe after invading Poland 
on 1 September 1939. In May 1940, Germany launched a blitzkrieg against Belgium, Luxem-
bourg, and the Netherlands. That same month, France surrendered, and an armistice was 
signed on 25 June 1940. The terms of this armistice established a German-occupied zone in 
the northern two-thirds of France, including the Atlantic coast. The southern and Mediter-
ranean area of France became the Free Zone, with the capital of the French government 
located in Vichy. According to the terms of the armistice, France was forced to aid German 
authorities, i.e. to “collaborate” in exercising the rights of an occupying power in the Occu-
pied Zone.28 The German army had captured nearly two million French soldiers in the 1940 
invasion (including Messiaen and his comrades), and Germany was determined to detain 
them as hostages to French collaboration for as long as possible.29 Of the 1.58 million taken 
to German prison camps in the fall of 1940, the Vichy government succeeded in negotiating 
the release of only 222,841 soldiers; close to one million would remain in captivity as late as 
December 1944.30 

In its otherwise futile efforts to negotiate with the Third Reich, the Vichy govern-
ment lobbied for the release of some prominent artists and musicians as a symbol of prog-
ress. Messiaen and Pasquier, due to their fame prior to captivity, were among those repatri-
ated fairly quickly. Both of them chose to return to Paris, in the German-occupied northern 
zone of France. Messiaen’s return received publicity with the first Paris premiere of the Quar-
tet for the End of Time on 24 June 1941 at the Théâtre des Mathurins, with Pasquier’s brother 
Jean on violin and André Vacellier on clarinet. The premiere aired the next day in a national 
radio broadcast featuring the music of Messiaen and three other French composers who had 
been killed or captured in the invasion. The Quartet dominated the reviews of the event that 
appeared in the following weeks, but the critics scarcely mentioned Messiaen’s captivity.31 As 
he had done with the Quartet’s premiere in the prison camp, Messiaen had prefaced each 
movement with his commentary on its theological symbolism, and the wartime critics appar-
ently picked up on Messiaen’s detachment from his prison circumstances in the composition 
of the Quartet. For the remainder of the war years, concert organizers in France ignored the 
Quartet for the End of Time when they were looking for music written in captivity. 

The Vichy government, through its Diplomatic Service for Prisoners of War, actively 
promoted the creative work done by many French soldier-musicians during their imprison-
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35ment as a means of demonstrating Vichy’s “success” in negotiating for their release, or at 
least for better conditions in the camps. Many well-known French composers, such as Mau-
rice Thiriet, Henri Challan, and Émile Damais, had their wartime compositions prominently 
featured in Paris concerts. Even the music of little-known amateur composers was featured 
and performed when their music expressed the grief, pain, and tedium of exile.32 

Perhaps the most popular of all French modernist works written as testimonials to 
the war was André Jolivet’s Trois complaints du soldat, I: “La complainte du soldat vaincu.” 
This “Lament of the Defeated Soldier” was a song cycle published after the defeat of Jolivet’s 
own battalion by the German army at the Bridge of Gien. Unlike Messiaen, Jolivet combined 
the music with a baritone voice narrating the text of his grim story, which moves from the 
depths of defeat and despair to revelations of hope and confidence in “divine truth through 
the splendors of nature.”33 In the second song of the cycle, “The Lament of the Bridge at 
Gien,” Jolivet tells the tale of the soldier escaped from the ruins of the defeat, returning 
to his devastated home town. The piece achieved immediate success and wide exposure 
through national broadcasts and a commercial recording, “due in large part to the act of 
identification with the soldier that Jolivet requested of his audience.”34 

In the dark years of the German occupation in France, Jolivet’s Trois complaints was 
widely assumed to emerge as “the most significant musical legacy of the war,” in spite of its 
edgy modernist style, because it inspired the kind of determined resistance that the French 
people needed during the German occupation. 35 By contrast, Messiaen’s Quatuor pour la fin 
du Temps left its listeners not only baffled by its musical abstraction to the images in Revela-
tion, but also alienated by Messiaen’s reading of the biblical commentary which he had pre-
pared for its premiere in the camp. Critics spent their time debating the allusions of the nar-
rative to the symbolism conveyed through the music. While some, such as Arthur Honegger, 
acknowledged Messiaen’s sincerity in providing his textual commentary to aid the audience 
in understanding the Quartet, other influential critics were less charitable. The Paris audience 
itself was confused; “caught up in their struggle to relate the Quartet to the symbolism of 
Revelation, [they] completely ignored the possibility that the Quartet bore traces of Messi-
aen’s captivity.”36 The Vichy government, in spite of Messiaen’s affirmations that the Quartet 
was written in captivity and that it was one of his best works, ignored his pleas to program 
the Quartet. The only public rehearing of the Quartet in occupied Paris took place one month 
after the premiere, on 18 July 1941, as an encore performance of the fifth movement for 
cello and piano by Messiaen and Pasquier. And this was not through the propaganda arm of 
the Vichy government, but through Messiaen’s connections to Le Jeune France, a group of 
progressive musicians with whom Messiaen had collaborated before the war.37

And yet, in spite of the lack of attention that it received during—and for some time 
after - World War II, Olivier Messiaen’s Quatour pour la fin du Temps has withstood the test 
of time. While many popular compositions by Messiaen’s contemporaries have been forgot-
ten or discarded as too literal a representation of the horrors of war, the Quartet is widely 
known today as a symbol of triumph and transcendence in wartime conditions. Why this, in 
spite of Messiaen’s stated inspiration from his Catholic theology and modernist musical style, 
and in spite of the Vichy government’s indifference to the piece in the 1940s? 

We may owe the explanation largely to Messiaen’s biographers, according to musi-
cologist Leslie Sprout.38 Messiaen had a strong emotional attachment to his Quartet for the 
End of Time. His frustration with postwar criticism and neglect of the Quartet, and perhaps 
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36 also with a belated first recording of the Quartet in 1957, may have accounted for the way in 
which he vividly described the conditions of his imprisonment in the 1958 interview with An-
dré Goléa.39 Apparently the prison association took hold and gave the Quartet new impetus. 
Sprout lists the biographers who have since referenced Messiaen’s interview with Goléa, thus 
perpetuating the prison associations. These biographers include Robert Sherlaw Johnson, 
Paul Griffiths, Roger Nichols, Harry Halbreich, and others.40 Several of Messiaen’s own exag-
gerations, later corrected in Rebecca Rischin’s 2003 book-length study of the Quartet, were 
also perpetuated through the interview with Goléa. These include the three-stringed cello 
myth (Pasquier confirmed that it had four), the unrealistic size of the audience in the barrack 
(it was probably 400-500 at most), and the idealized way in which his audience supposedly 
received and understood the work (responses ranged from confusion to rapture). Ironically, 
then, Messiaen’s Quartet for the End of Time may owe its long-term popularity—at least in 
part—to the prison associations that Messiaen did not intend, and to some circumstantial 
exaggerations that made for a better story.

In summary, the true inspiration for Olivier Messiaen’s Quatour pour la fin du Temps 
derived from his Catholic faith and, in particular, from his fascination with prophetic heavenly 
visions from the Book of Revelation. The conditions of his imprisonment may have imbued 
the Quartet with heightened personal conviction and hope, and undoubtedly they contrib-
ute to the listener’s awe and appreciation for this monumental accomplishment. However, 
in Messiaen’s mind, the work was only obliquely related to the war. If the title had a double 
entendre, it revolved around the end of dimensional time as proclaimed by the angel in 
Revelation and the end of classical divisions of time as commonly used in music. Perhaps 
the very act of creativity brought yet another meaning to the end of time. Absorbed in the 
visual, spatial, auditory, and nonlinear world of composition, Messiaen was probably less 
aware of the passage of time than his fellow prisoners. As he would later admit, “I composed 
this quartet in order to escape from the snow, from the war, from captivity, and from myself. 
The greatest benefit I gained from it is that among three hundred thousand prisoners [sic], I 
was probably the only one who was free.”41 And although the Vichy government in occupied 
France ignored this great wartime masterpiece, largely because the composer’s stated inspi-
ration had nothing useful to say for Vichy’s propaganda purposes, the Quartet has stood the 
test of time. It has become famous because the music is so beautiful, because it is a revela-
tion, and because it is the outpouring of a musician who truly believed in the message of his 
work: Some day, we will be living in the mystery of eternity, and there will be no more Time. 
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