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Primary Musical Language

Olivier Messiane's Modes of limited transposition 

a. Modes are ʻof limited transpositionʼ in Messiaenʼs sense because certain transpositions remain exactly the  
same notes. 
b. “The attraction of the modes of limited transposition is the tonal ambiguity which results from their 
symmetry, for, as Messiaen points out, a tonality can be emphasized or left unsettled.  From this point of view, 
the greater symmetry the greater possibilities.” -Donald Street,  The Musical Times (1976)-

Non-retrogradable Rhythm

Da Jeong Choi mode (C-C#-D-Eb-F#-G-A-Bb)



Messiaen’s modes of limited transposition



modes of limited transposition



STRUCTURE  A-B-C-A' 

• Section A includes Messiaen's mode 7 (six transpositions) and Choi's mode; 

•  

• Section B comprises mode 3 :It has four transpositions                                                                                                                                                       

• Section C contains mode 4 and mode 2

•



STRUCTURE  A-B-C-A’

• Mode 4: They each have six transpositions

• Section A' -non-retrogradable (palindromic) rhythm of the entire A section

•



Non-retrogradable Rhythm  Section A

•



Non-retrogradable Rhythm Section B-C

•



Non-retrogradable Rhythm Section A : A’

•Section A’ = Palindrome of the entire section A


