Ladies and gentlemen, my dear friends,

I want to thank you all for coming tonight for this unique event. This celebration of a country, Israel, and of a French composer, Olivier Messiaen. The celebration, also, of French-israelian friendship.

We’ll have the privilege to listen tonight to three pieces by Moshe Zorman, Menachem Wiesenberg and Ron Weidberg and to the Quartet for the end of time of Messiaen.

*

We are celebrating in 2008 the centenary of Messiaen, and we’re very pleased to have with us four wonderful musicians who will perform the Quartet.

As you know, this Quartet has a particular story. Messiaen was captured by the Wehrmacht in June 1940 and interned in a prisoner of war Stalag in Silesia (which was then in Germany and is now in Poland). That’s where he composed the Quartet. The instrumentation was governed by the musician friends of Messiaen, who were prisoners in the same camp : a violonist (Jean Le Boulaire), a cellist (Etienne Pasquier), and a clarinetist (Henri Akoka). Messiaen played the piano for the premiere of the work, on January 15th 1941, in front of his fellow prisoners. 

I would like you to try to picture this scene for a few moments. Of course, a prisoner camp was totally different from a concentration camp. There is simply no comparison. still people in those prisoner camps, as my own grandfather, as hundreds of thousands of soldiers from all over the world, people were in complete, in total despair. The shadow of the Nazi barbarity was covering up almost all Europe, and it was supposed to last for a thousand years.

Yes, it was the end of time…

And yet, with his music, despite the countless tragedies of the time, Messiaen gave those few men in Silesia an invaluable gift: he gave them hope. Hope that somewhere, sometime, civilisation, culture, friendship, faith would flourish again. And finally they did! After the worst collapse in its history, France was liberated – and my country will never forget the sacrifice of the American people. And after the final solution, after the Shoah, after the extermination of almost the totality of the Jews in Europe, who could have guessed that Israel would, someday, turn sixty?

*

So, my friends, this quartet is of course a very intense piece. A very important piece too, not only for what it meant in these terrible years but also because of what it brought in the history of music. Messiaen is a very particular figure of the XXth century. he has always been experimenting new ways of composition, new harmonies. He was also a devout Christian, and his faith was probably one of the major inspirations of his work.

Messiaen once said: “I am convinced  that joy exists, convinced that the invisible exists more than the visible, joy is beyond sorrow, beauty is beyond horror”. 

Thank you again for coming tonight, to celebrate with us “Israel at 60 and Messiaen at 100”. To celebrate our common love of culture. To celebrate the everlasting friendship between France and Israel.

Thank you very much! 

