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INTRODUCTION


Cypresses and Laurels





Late in the night of 16 December 1921 Camille Saint-Saëns, patriarch of French music, died in the arms of a faithful manservant at the Hôtel de l’Oasis in Algiers. He was eighty-six years of age, but his vitality had remained astonishing; his talents appeared to draw upon some unfailing elixir. The end had now come and it may safely be said that no composer has ever been laid to rest with greater pomp or solemnity. Algiers at this time, far from being a Moslem stronghold, bore the stamp of a French provincial city. As a holder of the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honour, Saint-Saëns was entitled to full military honours and, throughout the night, while musicians from the Opéra were roused from their sleep, troops were assembled from the barracks and formed into detachments to escort the body to the Cathedral. In the presence of the Governor-General, the Archbishop of Algiers conducted the service. Players and singers from the Opéra performed Saint-Saëns’s Marche Héroïque and ‘Ave Verum’; the leading cellist paid tribute with a rendering of ‘The Swan’, the only published fragment of Carnival of the Animals.


Then, to the sounds of Beethoven’s Eroica, the cortège, escorted by squadrons of cavalry, Chasseurs d’Afrique, Zouaves, Senegalese and companies of infantry, moved towards the Port, where the coffin was placed upon the Lamoricière for the overseas return to France. The vessel reached Marseilles on 21 December. Civic dignitaries were massed by the quayside, supported by hussars, colonial troops and a great concourse of the public, which followed the procession from the harbour to the Gare St Charles. On the 22nd the coffin was taken from the Gare de Lyon in Paris to the Madeleine, where in earlier days Saint-Saëns had been famed as greatest among the great organists of France. The Chamber of Deputies swiftly voted a sum of 40,000 francs to ensure the splendour of the State Funeral. The imposing façade of the Madeleine was hung with black draperies fringed with silver, and two battalions of infantry and a squadron of the Republican Guard were stationed in the boulevards and across the place de la Concorde to hold back the populace. From earliest dawn on Christmas Eve the iron gates of the church were besieged and, despite a stringent issue of invitations, every gallery and recess in the huge building overflowed with spectators. The composer’s own wishes on his funeral had been brief and caustic: ‘If my obsequies are religious, I desire that the Office should be short and I forbid anyone to play “Pie Jesus” [known under the name of “Air of Stradella”]’ – a final lunge at the fitting of pious words to popular melodies. The ceremony, in fact, was far from short. Cardinal Dubois, Archbishop of Paris, led the worship before representatives of the President, the Chamber, the Diplomatic Corps, the Institut, the Préfectures and all things musical and artistic in the capital. Saint-Saëns’s pupil Eugène Gigout was at the organ and the Chorus and Orchestra of the Société des Concerts of the Conservatoire performed pieces by Charles Gounod, the ‘Adagio’ of Saint-Saëns’s Organ Symphony, extracts from his Requiem, works by another pupil, Gabriel Fauré, and his own (indisputably authentic) ‘Pie Jesus’. The church was lit by flares and torches, and once again the Marche Héroïque was invoked as the procession moved to the lofty silver hearse drawn by six black horses, and the several carriages needed to contain his orders and decorations. Among the clusters of operatic stars and concert artists we may be sure that many eyes rested upon one figure, chief mourner, a veiled lady in black, the widow whom the composer had banished from his life for forty years and who incarnated certain mysteries of the personality that was no more.


In the gathering winter darkness at the cemetery of Montparnasse a series of tributes were declaimed. No powers of invention were needed to recall Saint-Saëns’s brilliance and overflowing talents. In the name of dramatic composers, Alfred Bruneau1 described the deceased as last of the great line of classical composers: one who had moved among all genres with the consummate ease of Mozart or Beethoven. Those who had heard him interpret the giants of the past on pianoforte and organ could alone understand the passion with which he fought to preserve his classic inheritance. When he sat down at the keyboard, one had the impression that the composer of the sonata or concerto had come back to life and substituted himself for the artist. Embarking on a theme that appealed to many of the orators, Bruneau observed that the music of Saint-Saëns best expressed the character of France: the clarity, the finesse, the loyalty, the vigour and the impeccable sense of form and style.


A M. Joubert, President of the Society of Authors and Publishers, and a M. M. Harcourt, President of the Society of Men of Letters, both dwelt upon the vast erudition of the departed Master, his discoursing upon all manner of subjects with the authority of the Encyclopaedists, and his enormous and witty correspondence. The former also mentioned unexpectedly Saint-Saëns’s friendship with the Royal House of Belgium, ‘an alliance realised in the realms of art long before it was forged in the necessities of war’. He remembered himself hearing the Danse Macabre played upon the famous Carillon at Bruges.


Photographs of the gathering show us the group around the family vault; bearded and black-coated men from official institutions. The subject of their eloquence would not have wished them to endure prolonged oratory in extreme temperatures. He had, long before, complained to his piano-duet partner, Caroline de Serres, that he had seen Ambroise Thomas, Director of the Conservatoire, enduring the summer heat at the burial of Victor Massé. ‘He appeared greatly afflicted and I suffered to see him in this horrible heat climbing the slopes which led to the cemetery. It is absurd for the demands of etiquette to expose the health of a man of his age and importance.’ Heat was not a problem on 24 December; the speeches continued bravely in the biting cold. Charles-Marie Widor, Secretary of the Academy of Fine Arts, lamented the occasion as a ‘national bereavement’. Each work by Saint-Saëns, said Widor, had its own character and raison d’être. Together they formed a building in which elegance was achieved by simplicity of means and proportion of line. One of Saint-Saëns’s final joys, as a lover of classical art, had been to conduct his Symphonic Poem, The Youth of Hercules, at the base of the Acropolis, enunciating its theme of duty triumphing over excess. As a member of the Institut, the composer had been ever conscious of his duties, punctual at meetings, examinations and competitions. ‘The man is no more, but living and glorious; his thought hovers above the world and will continue to do so as long as orchestras and instrumentalists endure.’


Gigout, Professor of Organ at the Conservatoire, had wished to speak on behalf of ex-pupils of the Niedermeyer School, but he was too overcome with emotion and was unable to proceed. The final oration was made by the Minister of Education and Fine Arts on behalf of the government and people. He expressed his admiration for the long career and the achievements which drew strength from the national heritage. The profoundest explanation of Saint-Saëns’s genius was that he was a French artist. ‘In his works there breathes something of the grace, the charm, the smiling beauty of our country. And thus by music, which is an international language, Saint-Saëns was one of the great forces of light which spread and made loved the French soul by the whole world.’ Despite its political assumptions, the Minister’s speech was eloquent. He spoke of the composer’s long life, which surpassed in years of creativity ‘the span normally accorded by Fate to Genius’.2 Within the last month Saint-Saëns had been supervising rehearsals of his Ascanio at the Opéra, full of energy, sometimes impatient, but accompanying the singers at the piano with a delicacy of touch and a sureness of rhythm that many a young virtuoso might envy. Yet in a different age he had played in the salon of King Louis Philippe. His fame rested upon all forms of music, from that which was severe and noble to the lightest of fantasies. ‘Even in a ceremony where we are face to face with the mystery of death, it would be to trace an unfaithful portrait and diminish him, not to speak of his wit and fantasy in music.’ In a suite which he did not wish to publish, as it was only a fantastic jest, we find a page penetrated with emotion and reverie: ‘It evokes a countryside uncertain, indistinct in the mist, where there glides on the pale softness of the silvery water a swan which is about to die and breathes its swan-song’. Having paid tribute to the diversity of Saint-Saëns’s talents, his love of science and history, his tireless travels which enriched his music with impressions of countries still scarcely known, his meditations on lost civilisations glimpsed in Egypt, Greece and the Indies, and on the philosophies, myths and religions to which the spirit of Man had responded throughout the ages, the Minister praised the writer, the polemicist, ‘gifted as Voltaire had been with unexpectedness and diversity’. When his letters were published they would complement his writings; the lively conversations he held on paper would reverberate through time as they had done through space in those periods when he sought the tranquillity of far-off solitudes. ‘He will continue to be one of the greatest advocates of Graeco-Latin and French culture.’




 





In his magisterial survey, French Music from the Death of Berlioz to the Death of Fauré (1951), Martin Cooper recorded the death of Saint-Saëns with the dismissive epitaph: ‘In 1921, Saint-Saëns died, full of years and malice.’ After the praise and prophecies quoted above, the phrase comes as an alerting shock. Few composers have suffered so swift a passage from acclaim to neglect as this ‘incarnation of the French genius’, whose craftsmanship was ignored in the search for the sublime and the solemn. In the 1940s Sir Thomas Beecham was castigated in the Musical Times for including such ‘meretricious pieces’ as the Rouet d’Omphale in his programmes. In Saint-Saëns’s centenary year, 1935, the same publication regretted that the talents of the organist Marcel Dupré had been ‘squandered’ on the Organ Symphony ‘in the general din’. The characteristics which the funeral tributes praised were regarded by Mr Cooper as deficiencies of French music in general: ‘To seek in French music primarily for a revelation of the composer’s soul or for marks of the sublime is to look for something which the French consider a by-product … Music has remained in France longer than elsewhere the art of arranging sounds in agreeable and intellectually satisfying patterns …’


Once, visiting the ruins of Pompeii, Saint-Saëns had sought a quiet corner and, as he said, ‘wept’ over the erasing tides of time that obliterate civilisations and human achievements. He might well have been reflecting upon the destiny of his own work which, only fifty years after his death, bore comparison with the defunct relics of the once bustling Pompeii. In 1971 a successor of Widor at the Secretariat of the Academy of Fine Arts, Emmanuel Bondeville, announced a lecture on ‘Saint-Saëns, a little-known great composer’. He asked why the impression was one of an old curmudgeon, repulsing all novelty, a musician gifted with technical facility but lacking in deep feeling. He had, said Bondeville, contributed to this image by advertising himself as a man of fixed views and by rejecting the kinds of music which he had once admired, a sure method of creating enemies. For in the first part of his life he had been a courageous defender of ‘modern’ music, music disdained by the public and attacked by the critics. He had allied himself with adventurous composers such as Berlioz and Liszt who were the subjects of bitter onslaughts. He had imposed the unfamiliar Piano Concerto of Alexis de Castillon upon an audience which barracked him with hoots and whistles. His own works had been scorned. The critic Escudier had joked: ‘It is necessary to have a sixth sense to understand it.’ Yet he was now remembered only as the implacable enemy of Debussy, Stravinsky and all the champions of experiment, whom he had compared to political anarchists who were throwing bombs indiscriminately around Paris. Even later, when it was suggested to the musicologist Michel Faure that he might include Saint-Saëns in a survey of significant French composers, Faure admitted that (mistakenly) he had regarded Saint-Saëns as a ‘sunken vessel from which only two or three masts protruded above the water-line’.


Paris, now, has its place Igor Stravinsky adjacent to the church of St Merri, where Saint-Saëns was once organist. He would not have enjoyed the juxtaposition. A place Leonard Bernstein is under consideration, but there is no place Saint-Saëns. He is not named in the cramped but prestigious network of streets that surround the Opéra, although minor composers such as Nicolas Dalayrac have their names recorded. There is a rue Saint-Saëns, but it is not sited to attract the notice of foreign visitors, as, for example, is the place Colette adjoining the Comédie-Française. The publication of his brilliant correspondence to which the mourners looked forward never took place, although this was partly because of restrictions he himself imposed.3 Some of it now rests in the Institut Gustav Mahler, of all composers perhaps the one whose aesthetics are remotest from his own.4 A recent study of repertoires of provincial opera houses in France shows that Saint-Saëns comes between thirtieth and fortieth in the tables of performances given, and that solely by the enduring popularity of Samson and Delilah. Of Ascanio, Proserpine or Etienne Marcel there is no trace. A glance through a week’s programme for radio’s ‘France Musique’ – perhaps an unlucky week – failed to uncover the name of Saint-Saëns at all.


Leaving aside the abuse thrown at him in his early years, Saint-Saëns was no stranger to criticism even at his most eminent. Together with the normal jealousies of fellow composers (in 1877 Edouard Lalo wrote to a friend: ‘As for the Durand firm5 it is always the same thing; they make me no proposal since at the place de la Madeleine there is only Saint-Saëns whose least trifles are immediately published’) he endured the persistent dislike of the partisans of César Franck, perpetuated by Franck’s biographers. In England, George Bernard Shaw was a particularly virulent critic, making the familiar accusations of plagiarism and saying that, if one subtracted Bach, Meyerbeer and Gounod from the scores, one would find ‘nothing but graceful knick-knacks, barcarolles, serenades, ballets and the like’. Shaw praised a lady pianist, Beatrice Langley, who, by including Nils Gade in her programme, ‘showed some spirit and common sense by giving the eternal Saint-Saëns a rest’.


There were reservations concerning his supremacy in French music even as he was laid to rest. Pierre Lalo, son of the composer, while praising his facility, felt obliged to add:




If he is truly the descendant of the Great Masters he is not, however, their equal, and above all not that of a Mozart. Craft and technique have taken too great a place with him: there was lacking to him that which makes the genius of Mozart, the ‘shining forth’ of the idea, the ardour and beauty of emotion. His melodic ideas are ordinarily neither very personal, very prominent, nor very significant, and emotion is rare in his elegant and brilliant music; he always appears to attach less importance to what is said than the manner of saying it.





With much of this Saint-Saëns would not have disagreed. His veneration for Mozart was lifelong. He remembered as a boy defending The Marriage of Figaro against Rossini’s Barber of Seville, which was thought superior at the time. The composer Paul Dukas declared that no one had ever heard the piano works of Mozart to perfection unless they had heard them played by Saint-Saëns. As for ‘emotion in music’, he theorised, in contrast to his own practice, that it was undesirable and could be pernicious.


Camille Mauclair in the Courrier Musical, while thanking ‘the clement Gods’ for granting Saint-Saëns the ‘two supreme benefits: a lucid old age and a sudden death’ and having admitted that he had brought honour to France in other lands for seventy years (‘If the foreigner asks us to name our most glorious musician we reply: “Saint-Saëns”’), gave as his opinion: ‘Genius accepts other laws. Genius dares at certain times the risk of making a basic mistake or of joining together at a single leap the sublime and the banal. Genius sees the end: intelligence prevents the fall. The mind of Saint-Saëns was so made that he had a horror of the immoderate, of the obscure, even if it harbours a prestigious light, of the tentative, of the adventure counselled by the demon within … No lyric transport, in his eyes, ought to escape from the rules, from craftsmanship, from the prerequisite supremacy of beautiful form.’ In Le Ménestrel Jean Chantavoine, Secretary of the Conservatoire, later Saint-Saëns’s biographer, who as a young man had heard him play extracts from his Proserpine at the home of some friends and draw the most beautiful sounds from a most ordinary piano, divined a reticence and absence of striving:




[He] is not perhaps of all our musicians the one who has most loved music. He has not sought it out like Rameau with the dogged persistence of the inventor. It has not snatched from him cries nor inflicted tortures, as on Berlioz, nor ecstasies as on Gounod. Perhaps Debussy has tasted it with keener refinement. But it is he who has lived it the most. The thought of Saint-Saëns propelled itself in music as does that of ordinary folk in their native language – a tongue sometimes made for poetry, for drama, for speculation, for eloquence, but also made for the most ordinary discussions and does not demean itself in knowing and satisfying these needs.





By the time that the centenary of his birth was reached in 1935, although the President, Albert Lebrun, attended an anniversary concert, these reservations had become more positive charges. In La Revue Musicale6 a Robert Bernard deplored recent comparisons with Racine. ‘This artist without passion, incapable of raising himself to truly pathetic grandeur – who lacks the access of vigour as of serenity and who is incapable of choosing among his too numerous ideas –’ would never share a throne with the great dramatist. As for being the representative of his native genius, this could never be justified by sentimental tepidness, academic elegance, search for the well-fashioned, the preoccupation with style. Saint-Saëns possessed the gift of chatting amiably in company, ‘discourses spangled with familiar phrases, with polished scales and glittering arpeggios, all vain sound which obeys no interior laws’. One could not deny that the orchestration was infallible, just as were the polyphonic techniques. ‘If the absence of faults constitutes the touchstone of genius, Bach himself could only bow before Saint-Saëns.’ Having declared himself willing to surrender all Saint-Saëns’s works for a ‘single page’ of the St Matthew Passion, Don Giovanni, or even Boris Godunov (‘Can one assess the worth of music by its power to synthesise aspects of the people’s culture? Must “Jacques Bonhomme” be accounted greater than the exception – the Villon, Stendhal, or Baudelaire?’), Bernard finds in Saint-Saëns only that which satisfies the bourgeoisie: ‘The art of a nation comes from the great exceptions rather than the middle-class ideals and that of Saint-Saëns is based not upon a balance of opposites but rather on the principle – honest enough – of the “just mean”.’ By the same token Felix Mendelssohn could be regarded as the ‘guardian of the inner light of the Germanic musical soul’.


Jean Chantavoine’s biography in 1947 dwelt principally upon the major works – Samson and Delilah and the Third Symphony – both the fruits of long meditation and hence superior to much that was, by inference, rapidly conceived. Fecundity, admired in J. S. Bach, Haydn, or Schubert, seemed to be at variance with excellence in the case of Saint-Saëns. In Britain, James Harding’s Saint-Saëns and his Circle, written with all the author’s extensive knowledge of French culture, re-created the milieu in which the composer worked but was not a plea for a revaluation of musical currency.


In recent years knowledge of his output has at least begun to move from its rigid permanence in the area of the Carnival of the Animals, the Danse Macabre and the Second Piano Concerto. There have been recordings of two previously unheard and un-numbered symphonies. Enterprising young instrumentalists have recorded a quantity of smaller-scale works and distinguished soloists the piano and violin concertos. The performance of the opera Henry VIII at Compiègne, even upon a stage that did not permit grandiose effects, proved that the image of Saint-Saëns’s stage works as undramatic was incorrect. Many years before, Reynaldo Hahn had defended him against the charge that he lacked a theatrical sense. ‘That comes from the fact that, perhaps wrongly – but one may sometimes be right in being wrong – he brought to his theatrical works the same care for Form, the same intellectual control and – it is his greatest crime in the eyes of the multitude – the same finesse of taste as to his chamber or concert music.’ While regretting Saint-Saëns’s attraction towards historical subjects, he asserted that Ascanio – ‘very stupidly described as a Meyerbeerian opera since it is the single French opera, alone with those of M. d’Indy, constructed after the Wagnerian system – is truly marvellous, similar in character, colour and ornamentation to an artwork of the Renaissance. It offers an incomparable model of lyric declamation, so just the accents, so completely is the psychology perfectly traced.’ Across the Atlantic there have been many academic studies of his output. In France, Professors Jean-Michel Nectoux and Yves Gérard have restored a share of his lost esteem. Nectoux, while admitting that Saint-Saëns made a speciality of mixing styles, epochs and civilisations and that he produced fewer great works as his reputation advanced, has noted his affinities with the developing style of Fauré and the favour with which Maurice Ravel looked even upon some of Saint-Saëns’s more popular compositions. ‘Saint-Saëns’, he concludes, ‘is so diverse a musician that one does not know how to grasp him in one synthetic view.’ Michel Faure, who had regarded the composer as a ‘sunken vessel’, declares that on closer study of the Master, he moved with astonishment from amusement to ‘marvelling’.




 





If, as a young man, Saint-Saëns was condemned as a supporter of ‘modern’ music, as an old man he was depicted as an arch-reactionary, a latter-day Luigi Cherubini frozen in retrograde classicism, prophesying the doom of serious music. In certain respects his opinions have been proved correct and much of twentieth-century composition represents a wasteland, which the average listener shrinks from exploring. In criticising the immoderate adulation of Wagner in France, however, in scorning the well-marshalled cohorts under the command of Vincent d’Indy, who extolled the greatness of César Franck, and by seeking to deflate the reputation of Claude Debussy he invited a great deal of reciprocal condemnation. He remarked that he ‘produced music as an apple tree produces apples’ but it has to be said that, by his combats in print, he also produced irritation as a thorn bush produces thorns. The heat engendered by these controversies lingered. Francis Poulenc even blamed Saint-Saëns for the poor official attendance at Franck’s funeral, where the Ministry of Fine Arts and the Conservatoire were unrepresented. ‘Probably Saint-Saëns was responsible for much of this indescribable attitude,’ he declares, although Saint-Saëns himself took part in the ceremony as one of the pallbearers. Poulenc recalled that, as a youth of eighteen, he had written to various musicians asking their opinions on Franck. From Saint-Saëns he received the following reply:




Dear Sir,


Perhaps the same will happen to César Franck as happened to Richard Wagner about whose music people have been asking my opinion for the last forty years. Franck had great talent and I myself gave him a chance to display it by persuading Jules Simon, then Minister of Fine Arts, to give him the organ classes at the Conservatoire, which had been offered to me. This meant that Franck no longer had to waste his time giving piano lessons to earn his living and was able to concentrate on composition. It was made out that his great talent amounted to genius. I entertained no such notion. But in spite of questionnaires, César Franck by now belongs to posterity. In the last resort it will be posterity which judges whether he deserves a crown of gold or silver.


With my sincere good wishes.


   CSS.





Saint-Saëns and Franck shared a dislike of much that was superficial in French music and sentimental in religious music. But Saint-Saëns did not approve of a ‘school’ of music, where too many people wrote under similar influences, or of the teaching in the Schola Cantorum, a religious rival to the Conservatoire, where a serious Jansenist spirit prevailed, and where adherence to certain rules of composition was stressed by d’Indy and others. He did not approve of Franck’s desire to see music leading people to religion. At the Schola Cantorum, d’Indy taught an intimate connection between art and religion, not as a vaguely mystical thing but as full-blooded Catholicism, which was asserting itself in political groups such as the Action Française against the Republic. Saint-Saëns also admired the work of Giacomo Meyerbeer and therefore could not but dislike the anti-Semitism that was a feature of d’Indy’s outlook. The Schola Cantorum gravely established provincial academies to try and break down the division between artistic coteries and the people. Yet Saint-Saëns in his innumerable concert tours, his piano and organ recitals in every region of France, his many compositions for choral societies and his labours on behalf of popular festivals had been singled-handedly carrying on such a campaign for decades.


He also carried a torch for Charles Gounod, for whom the Franckists had small affection. As a rationalist and much travelled man of the world he had a suspicion of Franck’s unworldliness, which the Franckists contrasted with the worldly and sensual predilections of Gounod. Writing to his friend Camille Bellaigue from Algeria in December 1912, he said of Gounod: ‘Formerly, the critics were hostile to him. They reproached him with not being a melodist and preferred Donizetti; now they reproach him with being too much so and prefer Franck, to whom lacks the charm, the spirit, the grace more beautiful than beauty … In truth, Franck was not naïve but he established a reputation for naïveté and made it believable.’ He would not have been pleased to read in Martin Cooper that ‘César Franck is probably still the most highly rated French composer among the ordinary concert-going public in England’, for this was a position he cherished with pride himself. After 1871 he came to London almost every year, wrote his Third Symphony for the Philharmonic Society, his cantata La Lyre et la Harpe for the Birmingham Festival and the oratorio The Promised Land for the Three Choirs Festival. His Honorary Doctorates from Cambridge and Oxford, and the testimony he received from a phalanx of famous British musicians, were matters of high importance to him. Among his numerous encounters with European royalty he recalled with particular pleasure his meetings with Queen Victoria, who requested Covent Garden (unsuccessfully as it transpired) to mount his opera Etienne Marcel, and with Queen Alexandra, who had poured out his tea with her own hand and rushed forward to open the piano lid for his performance. When Watson Lyle produced an English biography of Saint-Saëns in the 1920s he could observe that the themes of the B minor Violin Concerto were so well known that they did not need to be quoted.


If he limited the fervour with which he approached the music of Franck, he also invited rebuffs from the dazzled admirers of Debussy and called into play an opponent as acerbic as himself. It was Debussy, in reviews which appeared in the Revue Blanche and Gil Blas, who sneered at the prolixity of Saint-Saëns and the apparent stagnation of his style. Of Saint-Saëns’s opera Les Barbares Debussy, alias ‘Monsieur Croche’, declared: ‘I am sorry to see how difficult it is to keep one’s respect for an artist who was once filled with enthusiasm and a thirst for pure glory. I hate sentimentality! But I wish I could forget his name is Camille Saint-Saëns.’ It should be remembered, however, that only five years before, when Debussy was much depressed by setbacks, he met Saint-Saëns on a Channel ferry. Although they had already had disagreements, Saint-Saëns greeted the younger man cordially and presented him to Sir Hubert Parry at the Royal College of Music in the hope that some practical results for Debussy’s career would ensue.


The rift went back to the days Debussy spent at the Villa Medici in Rome after winning the Prix de Rome for composition. The recipients were expected to send back to Paris some fruits of their studies. Debussy’s appeared to show a disregard for the teaching he had received at the Conservatoire. In 1886 the Journal Officiel, having praised the pieces sent back by two colleagues, Paul Vidal and Gabriel Pierné, expressed its disappointment that the winner of the 1884 competition, M. Debussy, had not developed the melodic and dramatic gifts which had gained him the prize. ‘The Academy regrets to have to state a totally contrary result. M. Debussy seems tormented by a desire to do the bizarre, the incomprehensible, the unplayable. In spite of some passages which do not lack a certain character, the vocal part of this work offers no interest either from a melodic point of view or that of declamation. The Academy wishes to hope that time and experience will bring in the ideas and works of M. Debussy salutary modifications.’ It is believed that Saint-Saëns had collaborated in drawing up these censures, for several months before he had delivered a paper to the combined Academies on the ‘Past, Present and Future of Music’, which had expressed his misgivings about the deliberate rejection of the characteristics of form and notation as practised in Europe for over a century and sanctified by the usage of the Great Masters. Debussy, by contrast, represented a move against the ‘oratorical’ elements in music, the repetitions, the balancing of phrases, the deliberate contrasts of mood. Significantly, he also seems to have disliked government through rhetoric and the vocabulary of socialist demagogues. He believed that certain chords, like certain words and phrases, had become hackneyed through over-use. Saint-Saëns, however, could still draw new impressions from the same material (as in the common chords which open the Fifth Piano Concerto).


The fact that there was much in the sensuous elements in Saint-Saëns that pointed forward to Debussy did not diminish the contrast of opinions. Yet while he was in Rome, Debussy had visited the home of Giovanni Sgambati, the pupil of Liszt, who arrived also on a surprise visit with the Cardinal de Hohenloe. The Cardinal requested some French music and the two pianists obliged with the Beethoven Variations of Saint-Saëns. The fact that this work was one with which he had no affinities did not prevent Debussy from retaining thirty years later a vivid memory of the performance and the impression it made upon him.7 Debussy’s second envoi from Rome in 1887 met with muted criticism, though the hand of Saint-Saëns might be noted in the comment that F sharp major is an unsuitable key for orchestral writing. (He had already made the point with regard to a passage in Franck’s Rédemption in 1873.) It was in this year that Debussy came to London to try to interest the publishers in his work. He was unsuccessful and could only note in Le Ménestrel a comment by his friend Franz Hueffer that French music was ignored in England save for the works of Hector Berlioz, Gounod and Saint-Saëns, ‘who anyway has more affinity with the German genius’.


Despite the great difference in their backgrounds and personalities the two men shared many views. Both had a great admiration for Rameau (although Debussy did not share Saint-Saëns’s fondness for the declamatory style of Gluck), both came to have a powerful dislike of Wagner’s propagandist methods, if not his genius, and Debussy was also suspicious of d’Indy and the Franckists: ‘To my mind the enthusiasm of a “Circle” spoils an artist for I dread his becoming eventually the mere expression of his circle.’


But Debussy contended that Saint-Saëns had wasted the opportunities to lead young musicians into more adventurous paths. He wrote in Gil Blas: ‘Saint-Saëns knows more about music than any other man in the whole world. His profound knowledge of music has moreover prevented him from ever subjecting it to his own personal desires. He must be defined as the musician of tradition. [He] lost the respect of all those young people who counted ardently on him to open new paths, to satisfy their longing for freedom and the open air.’ He could not understand Saint-Saëns’s fascination with historical opera. ‘Surely the Almighty in his liberality has placed innumerable opera makers on earth! Saint-Saëns was not needed to swell their number. Moreover, his example could only encourage their odious trade. It is a pity.’ In the unkindest cut of all Debussy suggested that, as Saint-Saëns was so famously addicted to travel, he should abandon composition and take up the profession of explorer.


It was Saint-Saëns’s determination to prevent Debussy’s election to the Institut which has enraged the Debussyists most profoundly. The move of Widor to the post of Perpetual Secretary to the Institut in 1914 left a vacancy in the Academy of Fine Arts, and several voices were raised in favour of overlooking the ‘unrespectful’ offerings made to the Academy by the former Prix de Rome winner and welcoming him into their midst. Léon Vallas, Debussy’s biographer, describes Saint-Saëns’s opposition as ‘deaf and tenacious … a reactionary without mercy and the implacable enemy of his illustrious colleague’, and records how proceedings were delayed until death removed Debussy from the contest. Marcel Dupré relates an anecdote of how Saint-Saëns one day swept into Widor’s office, drew him towards the piano and ordered him to turn the pages. He unfurled a roll of music and proceeded to play with all the virtuosity at his command. From time to time he nudged Widor scornfully: ‘You like that, do you? You could vote for it?’ Widor’s magnificently diplomatic reply was: ‘You have played it in such a fashion that you have obliged me to fall in love with it.’ These were the Studies of Debussy. Such episodes, according to Vallas, did not detract from the glory of Debussy, but robbed the Institut of the glory it might have enjoyed.8


One is bound to admit that it would have been more generous of Saint-Saëns to have stood aside. Yet it must be remembered that, despite the popular perceptions, few composers were more generous to colleagues than he. He provided Widor himself with an opening as an organist-composer at a Lisbon Festival, he used his success with Henry VIII at the Paris Opéra to gain a commission for the unhappy André Messager: the ballet The Two Pigeons. Thanks to his advocacy, two young winners of the Prix Rossini had their works played at the Conservatoire. His guidance and generous assistance to Fauré saved the handsome, dreamy young man from drifting into obscurity as a provincial choirmaster and raised him to be the Director of the Conservatoire. Alone among those on whom Liszt lavished time and wealth, he tried to repay the debt by giving at his own expense a concert of Liszt’s orchestral works in Paris. One could extend the list. His opposition to Debussy in the Institut was based upon principles, even if history has proved these mistaken. Although the laws of art and music cannot claim divine origin and must be susceptible to change and the flow of ideas, they do not benefit from revolution as opposed to evolution any more than laws in the State.


Saint-Saëns also saw the dangers that lurked in Debussy’s proposition that music came mysteriously out of the ether, the ‘longing for freedom and the open air’ referred to above. In speaking of Beethoven, Debussy had remarked that the Master does not demand that we follow in his footsteps slavishly: ‘Rather would he invite us to look through open windows to the clear sky.’ Saint-Saëns might well doubt the integrity of Debussy, especially urban and Parisian, extolling the merits of nature. He had himself revelled in nature since childhood visits to Champagne and he knew well the scenic beauties of France. He had infused the rhythms and sounds of Arab cities from Algeria to Egypt into his work. He had traversed the Atlantic, Mediterranean and Indian Oceans, and knew more of the phonic properties of the sea than any other musician before his time. Yet he did not believe that these impressions could be conveyed without a rigorous translation into forms that were accessible.


Debussy was openly élitist. ‘Are we not correct in affirming’, says Michel Faure, ‘that Saint-Saëns has been the victim of “music lovers” to whom music serves only as a means of distinguishing themselves from the herd?’


There must be a case for Saint-Saëns, who could at the same time write fastidious chamber music, serious opera and organ works, which rival in architectural splendour the preludes and fugues of Bach, and also make music open and enjoyed by the ordinary citizen. At the performances of his Déjanire in the arena at Béziers, Saint-Saëns was cheered to the skies by crowds whose numbers many a modern football club might envy. In the days of the silent cinema, whatever the nature of the film, his music accounted for twenty per cent of the background scores. In the cafés and the restaurants where orchestras played, in France and America, his share of the programmes was similarly high. He gave concerts up and down France, often in industrial towns to audiences that had no experience of fashionable salons. By contrast, Debussy had expensive private tastes which coloured his views on musical appreciation. ‘One can no more order the crowd to love beauty than one could decently demand that they should walk on their hands,’ declared ‘Monsieur Croche’. Though Saint-Saëns was always interested in new inventions, Debussy was fearful of the newly created ‘phonograph’ lest it should make art ‘too democratic’.9


It is more important to view Saint-Saëns in relation to his own abilities and achievements than simply as an adversary of other creative artists: Franck, Debussy, or Jules Massenet. He was founder, along with fellow composer Alexis de Castillon and Romain Bussine, Professor of Singing at the Conservatoire, of the Société Nationale, the group which encouraged native-born French composers and, more than any other institution, inspired the great efflorescence of French music around the turn of the century. At this society he not only encouraged composition, but acted indefatigably as accompanist to songs, participated in the chamber pieces and joined in the two-piano renderings of orchestral works. He was a brilliant sight-reader, who, as a young man, had amazed Wagner by playing the scores of Lohengrin and Tristan so as to give an impression of orchestral effects. When Louis Diémer was prevented from joining him in a two-piano version of Liszt’s Les Préludes, Saint-Saëns simply put both scores on the piano and gave a combined version. Hans von Bülow was startled by his mastery of Schumann’s symphonies, scarcely known in France at the time. His memory was without rival. Pierre Lalo told the tale of how Saint-Saëns once arrived at the home of his father and asked how progress was going on the latter’s symphony. Edouard protested that he was not writing a symphony, whereupon Saint-Saëns sat down at the piano and played long stretches of a work which Lalo had long since discarded. At his first concert, at the age of eleven, he not only surprised the audience by playing from memory – the practice was not common at the time – but offered to give as an encore any of the Beethoven sonata. At over sixty he repeated the offer at a concert to the musical elect of Madrid. When the cellist Hollmann left the complex piano part of a cello sonata in a taxi just before the first performance, he wrote it out again from memory without any apparent difficulty.


His talents, unlike those of many child prodigies, never faded and he maintained a regime of practice to the end. Although he expressed a wish to retire many times, his last concert was at eighty-five in Dieppe and, to the end, he could still give a wonderful performance of Liszt’s Fountains at the Villa d’Este. Professor Gérard places him as a pianist among the greatest of the nineteenth century, along with Liszt and Anton Rubinstein. In an age of great French organists he was the acknowledged master. Liszt himself declared that Saint-Saëns’s organ transcription of his St Francis Preaching to the Birds was the greatest feat he had ever heard. He was able to maximise the organ’s power of simulating orchestral sounds, more by natural inspiration than careful planning, for his organ works contain comparatively few instructions upon registration. ‘The organ is more than an instrument; it is an orchestra,’ he claimed. ‘A combination of Pan’s pipes of every calibre, some as tiny as a children’s plaything; others as gigantic as the pillars of a temple.’


As a composer he developed in France a new approach to the concerto form in which the aim was not an empty virtuosity but symphonic development shared by orchestra and soloist in partnership. He salvaged the classical traditions of chamber music and symphony at a time when contemporaries sought success only on the operatic stage. In assessing the originality of Saint-Saëns we have to remember that, as late as the 1890s, Ambroise Thomas would not have purely instrumental composition taught at the Conservatoire. Romain Rolland praised his independence of mind:




… very rare in our own day, when the power of public opinion is tyrannical, and rarest of all in France, where artists are perhaps more sociable than in other countries!


He stands for something exceptional in French music, which was almost unique until lately: that is a great classical spirit and a fine breadth of musical culture – German culture we must say, since the foundation of all modern art rests on the German classics. French music of the nineteenth century is rich in clever artists, imaginative writers of melody and skilful dramatists, but it is poor in true musicians and in good and solid workmanship.





We may add to this that he was one of the first to extend his gaze overseas and in this reflected the growing colonisation of the planet by Western Europe. Wherever he travelled he collected sounds, themes and impressions and, although he transmuted these into Western musical language, the result was a much greater richness of material, which later composers exploited. The Russians have been greatly praised for bringing Slavonic and Oriental ideas into music, but even Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov admitted that he used North African themes on occasion. Saint-Saëns was, in fact, one of the first major composers also to utilise folk-song, in Brittany, in the Auvergne, Spain and Italy.


He has been accused of being too eclectic and, largely because of his own over-emphatic views, of lacking emotion. Camille Bellaigue refuted the composer directly on this latter charge by telling him of the emotional impact on audiences of both the hushed opening organ chords at the start of the Adagio of the Third Symphony and the caressing phrases of Delilah. Fauré thought that it was too summary to dismiss the emotional appeal of Saint-Saëns, as if the brain had a larger share than the heart. He spoke of listening to the orchestral works: ‘To follow the curve, the progression of the ample developments, where the lines keep such neatness, acquiring such ‘visibility” that one could believe that one was reading them – this pleasure, could it be exempt from emotion, and would the public acclaim such works, if it were not profoundly touched?’ Messager made a similar point: ‘It is enough to run through his operas, even in the most deliberately historical, in order to discover each time that he is able to pour forth the outbursts of a passionate soul.’ It is true that some of Saint-Saëns’s themes give the feeling of being artefacts rather than bursts of untrammelled inspiration. True also that he was, from the start, deeply interested in questions of form and made many experiments with the architectural traditions of music: concertos in single or double movements in which one section might be interwoven with another, the introduction of purely fugal passages into developments or codas, the substitution of sonata form for a Scherzo, the separation of Scherzo and Trio etc. As Gounod remarked: ‘Most musicians do what they can with notes; Saint-Saëns alone does what he wishes.’ It is true also that he was able to emulate the styles of any of his predecessors, although one can never find instances of direct plagiarism. ‘One seems to be passing through scenery that one has seen before and one loves, but one can never find resemblances,’ said Romain Rolland. ‘Nowhere are reminiscences more rare than with this master, who carries in his memory all the ancient masters. It is in spirit itself that he resembles them.’ Gounod once remarked that ‘one might as well expect a son not to have a father as a composer not to have predecessors’. His biographer, Augé de Lassus, described him as ‘the twin brother of all the great composers who have been’. Another biographer, Georges Servières, asserted that from the age of twenty ‘he had no need of a programme to recognise a piece by Saint-Saëns, its essence existing under the most varied forms…. Imitative he may sometimes have been but no one has been able to write a pastiche of Saint-Saëns.’


His cultivation of older styles was always deliberate. The nineteenth century believed that it stood at the end of a great chain of progress. Scientists built upon the discoveries of their predecessors, the diverse passions for Gothic and Renaissance influenced public architecture, previous inventiveness in the arts was there to be used by the moderns. The musical historian Louis Bourgault-Ducoudray, in a speech at the Paris Exhibition of 1878, referred to his collecting folk-songs in Greece and added: ‘No element of expression to be found at any time, however ancient or remote in origin, should be banished from our musical idiom – The question is not one of giving up any previous conquests but, on the contrary, of adding to them.’ When Saint-Saëns wrote preludes and fugues in the form in which Bach had established them, it was his aim to make known the greatness and potentialities of this particular vehicle of expression. When he re-created the old dance forms and suites of the eighteenth century, it was a kind of homage to the refining graces of that period, in which music had become sophisticated. He developed the idea of the song-cycle. He enjoyed recalling the excitement generated by the great virtuosi of his youth in his Finales.


To the forms of older times he undoubtedly brought an unmistakable individuality, which would be clearer if his music were more widely known: the building up of themes from two or more component parts, his dislike of abruptly finishing a melody, preferring to allow it to dissolve into its elements as a snake sheds its layers of skin, the long, extended cantilenas by which he takes a theme and broadens it through a series of progressions. His mastery of the orchestra came to him early in life and certain fingerprints remained: the soft and muffled use of the kettledrums, the reliance upon the effects of the harp and the sparing use of the full orchestra. Servières wondered whether his facility for crafting musical ideas came from his maternal grandfather, who was a carpenter, accustomed to composite materials and the fashioning of objects out of inanimate matter. ‘He uses the chisel rather than the mallet.’ Oddly enough, Saint-Saëns wrote to Durand in 1892, when working on his Second Piano Trio: ‘I write two pages of music a day. I scrape, file and chisel; it is true happiness. This is the way I began and this is the way I want to finish.’ It is worth remembering also that few composers have written so frequently with a particular performer or soloist in mind, which has left us a gallery of musical portraits without equivalent in the works of the great composers.






1 Bruneau, in harness with Emile Zola, wrote operas with a social and political message. George Bernard Shaw thought him a finer composer than Saint-Saëns.







2 ‘The childhood of Mozart: the old age of Titian’ was the graphic phrase of a colleague at the Institut.







3 At the Musée Saint-Saëns at Dieppe, publication of the letters from other composers is currently being prepared. Professor Yves Gérard had already catalogued over 2000 letters out of the 15,000 held at the Museum and the current Director, M. Pierre Ickowicz, is keen that modern technology should be employed to hasten the progress of making the documents available.


4 The Princess Metternich, earlier a champion of Richard Wagner, tried in her old age to convert Saint-Saëns to Mahler but did not succeed. He declared himself bored by Anton Bruckner.







5 Publishers. The Durand great-grandfather had walked from the Auvergne to Paris to make his fortune. Auguste Durand, founder of the publishing firm, was himself an organist, composer and a friend of Saint-Saëns at the Conservatoire.







6 This journal gave special attention to the death of Vincenzo Bellini in the year of Saint-Saëns’s birth, 1835, a feature which would not have pleased him, as he despised the cult of mere ‘melody’ in the Italian tradition.







7 In his young days Debussy had made piano arrangements of extracts from Saint-Saëns’s opera Etienne Marcel (whom he described as a ‘former municipal councillor’). He also arranged the Rondo Capriccioso and Second Symphony for two pianos.







8 It seems unlikely that Saint-Saëns alone could have influenced the procedures of so large and eminent a body. Some years earlier he had failed to exclude Gustave Charpentier and it required huge efforts to secure Fauré’s admission.







9 Debussy was also opposed to programme notes (which Saint-Saëns had helped to introduce from England, for the Third Symphony) and thought they would be useless to the masses.
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A Child of the Bourgeois Monarchy





Although Saint-Saëns wrote a great deal about certain episodes in his life he omitted others entirely and biographers have been left to leap from one stepping stone to another across the swirling waters. We know nothing, for example, of his experiences in the 1848 revolution, when stormy demonstrations swept the streets near his home, and he never made public his views on the Dreyfus affair which preoccupied France for a decade. He was, however, generous with information about his childhood in his memoirs of old age, Ecole Buissonnière (Playing Truant), and the picture is familiar.


He was born in Paris on 9 October 1835, in the third storey of the third house in the rue de Jardinet on the Left Bank. The name of the little closed street reminds us that the Royal Abbey of St Germain des Prés was fed and adorned by gardens and groves. He regarded himself, rightly, as a true Parisian, but he was conscious of his family roots in Normandy and Champagne. When he had occasion to point out that César Franck was actually Belgian, he used the expression that Franck ‘did not come from the soil of France’. He accused the Germans of ‘trespassing on the soil in France’ rather than attacking the French armies. The ancient cradle of his father’s family was the small town of Saint-Saens in the valley of the Varenne in Normandy, a region of farms, orchards and forests. In the Dark Ages, while Merovingian kings and queens fought one another, a monastery had been founded under the aegis of a young Irish priest who took the name of Sidonius at his baptism. Sanctified after his death, the memory of Sanctus Sidonius was kept alive by legends and relics, and by the arrival of successive waves of Benedictine and Cicerstian monks. His name, by the slow process of unwritten speech, turned into Saint-Saëns, was acquired by many families throughout the social scale and moved with them to other parts of Normandy. Devoted to the soil many of these families may have been, but from even remoter times Saint-Saëns seems to have inherited the roving instincts of the first Normans, the urge to seek out new horizons across the oceans and to blend a deep feeling for his homeland with the habits of the nomad. Even piratical figures have been suggested. The name the town gave him, alliterative and memorable, was a providential gift for an artist. A young admirer and poet, Pierre Aguétant, tell us that he had fallen in love with the name Saint-Saëns long before he heard a note of the music. ‘I did not know his works, but the fascinating design of his name … seemed predestined to have some aureole of glory. People with heavy unprepossessing names have to struggle to reach immortality.’1 The trema on the ‘e’ was apparently adopted by the composer’s father as a means of distinguishing his tribe from lesser breeds without it.


Victor, the composer’s father, was born into a family that hovered between small farming and labouring on the land. The grandfather, Jean-Baptiste Nicholas, passed on a basic sturdiness of physique, which enabled his grandson to survive periods of serious illness. Jean-Baptiste lived to be eighty and to learn of the birth of his grandson before his own death in 1837. Relatively literate (he had a florid signature somewhat like Saint-Saëns’s own), he became Mayor of the little village of Rouxmesnil, close to Dieppe. He was chosen to draft a local contribution from Arques to the famous ‘cahiers’ of grievances, which accompanied the calling of the States-General and the beginnings of the French Revolution in 1789. In the dangerous times which followed, with coastal raids by the British against both the Revolution and Napoleon, and forays by government agents to seize provisions and recruits, he had to guard his tiny commune. He even had to make stalwart efforts to reserve his milk supplies for faithful customers in times of shortage, fending off attacks upon his pitchers. He survived to retire in old age to the district of Arques.


He had married Marguerite-Marie Vallet, daughter of a labourer, and they had three sons and five daughters. The boys, their experience broadened by the turmoil of the times, sought careers in wider fields. The eldest, Nicholas, became a grocer in Paris. The second, Jean-Baptiste Camille, whose name was given to the composer, entered the Church and became the curé of Neuville, Dieppe. He was highly respected in the rough seafaring community, especially for his work in the cholera outbreak of 1832, and declined preferment, possibly because of a premonition of his early death at thirty-nine. Victor, like his elder brother, was drawn to Paris and entered the Ministry of the Interior as a ‘copyist’. He was a young man with a talent for accountancy and he rose from the humble duties on which he was first employed to oversee the secret accounts of the Ministry. In view of his son’s success with elderly patrons (Albert Libon, Postmaster General at Paris, left Saint-Saëns a substantial legacy), it is noteworthy that Victor appears to have had similar gifts. Antoine Miot, a civil servant at the head of the Ministry of Commerce, regarded Victor ‘as his son’ and recommended him for promotion. His own chief, a Monsieur Rougeois, shared this opinion and reported Victor as being the sole person capable of acting as deputy in his absence. Victor became Assistant Head of the Bureau, a post created for him. He had the same unstoppable facility in writing verse that his son showed in music. He wrote letters in verse to his brother Camille and other Dieppois relatives on all manner of incidents, such as the grandfather’s retirement to Arques, and attempted many light comedies and poems, often on the back of official Ministry receipts. He was not a great musician (he described himself as a ‘mediocre violinist’ whose only gift on the instrument was to frighten people), but two of his poems had been set to music and published. In collaboration with a writer from Le Havre, Jacques Arsène Ancelot (sufficiently distinguished later to be a defeated rival of Victor Hugo in the election to the Institut), he wrote a comedy, La Petite Maison, which was given at the Palais-Royal after his death and he dreamed of being a stage writer.


In 1834 he married Françoise-Clémence Collin, daughter of a carpenter in Wassy in the Haute-Marne. Jean Bonnerot, the composer’s secretary, who wrote the nearest thing to an ‘official’ biography, describes her as ‘a young girl’, but she was twenty-five at the time of her marriage and living in Paris as the adopted daughter of a childless uncle and aunt, M. and Mme Masson. One can only register astonishment at the haphazard circumstances that produced the only musical child prodigy who can be compared with Mozart and Mendelssohn. Both these young geniuses came from cultured and performing families, where music was a constant presence. Saint-Saëns’s situation was not comparable. Charlotte Masson, his ‘second mama’, was herself adopted by a legal family, the Gayards, and one wonders which unknown parents parted with a girl who was the composer’s first musical educator. Moreover, what circumstances obliged the Collin family in Wassy to hand over a daughter whose determination to mother and mould a genius was so strong? There was ambition in the mother’s family as well as the father’s. A cousin of hers, a General Delambre, had availed himself of the opportunities in Napoleon’s army to rise to the top and had displayed heroism during the retreat from Moscow. General Delambre was a witness at the wedding of Saint-Saëns’s parents and proudly noted as a Grand Officer of the Legion of Honour. He made a gift of Beethoven’s death-mask to his young musical relative.


During the revolution the Gayards were plunged into poverty and Charlotte was forced to give lessons in reading, music, embroidery and many such accomplishments, which in turn she had to teach herself. The secrets of child education were already familiar to her when her great-nephew was born. She and her husband, Esprit Masson, owned a bookseller’s establishment in the Latin quarter, but they suffered a collapse of business and, with the remnants of their capital, moved in with Victor and Clémence. The influence of the Massons may be seen in Saint-Saëns’s taste for fine bindings and handsome collections of French and classical literature in his library.


The year of Saint-Saëns’s birth was marked with bereavements. The Abbé Camille, a figure held in high respect in the family, died in January. Esprit Masson did not survive the shock of financial misfortune and died in March. Victor himself was dying of consumption. He announced the birth of a son to a Dieppois cousin in flippant verse, but relapsed into what he termed ‘vile prose’ when furnishing the details: ‘Clémence has made me the father of a “gros garçon” on Friday at 6.45 in the morning. Mother and child are well – there were fourteen hours of suffering but the birth took place as naturally as possible. [The child] shows every determination to live. He will be baptised as soon as the mother is back to health.’


Victor had just two months in which to enjoy the joys of fatherhood and died in the last hours of the expiring year. The baptism had duly taken place at St Sulpice, but, as the doctors suspected that the child might have inherited the seeds of consumption, he was immediately removed to fresher country air and, for two years, was looked after by a foster-mother at Corbeil, then a village on the road to Fontainebleau. When he returned to Paris it was to a fatherless home sustained by the efforts of two widows. Clémence painted water-colours of flowers and birds, which were sold as a means of income. Servières suggested that the caution and lack of ferocious originality that characterise the music of Saint-Saëns might derive from the civil-service mentality and subservience to commands, which were the necessary traits of the father. We might also speculate on the origins of Saint-Saëns’s preoccupation with seeking out ‘father figures’ in music: chiefly Rameau, Bach and Beethoven, whose legacy was something of a patrimony and upon whom he admitted falling back in imagination for inspiration. He retained a childhood love of the Old Testament, the pages of which are full of father figures and tales of patriarchal power.


He was born into a troubled country. Charles X, last of the Bourbons, had been driven from the throne in 1830. Bigoted and reactionary – so devoted to hunting that he was nicknamed ‘Robin des Bois’ and the Minister for the Arts had been obliged to forbid Weber’s Der Freischütz in its popularised version under that name – he had made a stately exit to the frontiers in a palatial coach with a colourful escort. A few men of action, in the confusion of the moment, succeeded in placing upon the throne a cousin, Louis Philippe, who took the title King of the French. An ideal ruler, in that he was intelligent, lived an exemplary life and provided France with several brave and gifted princes, he satisfied neither the royalists of the Right nor the republicans of the Left. There was little tradition of constitutional monarchy, no experience of cabinet solidarity and the King had an unlucky preference for elderly inarticulate soldiers as his Ministers.


Early cycles of the Industrial Revolution had produced unemployment and distress in the towns. In 1834 there were riots in Lyon and a general uprising was invoked in Paris, which ended in the ‘Massacre of the rue Transonain’: where twenty citizens, including women and children, were killed by government troops and national guards. From May 1835 until January 1836, during Clémence’s pregnancy and the birth, a Grand Assize took place at the Luxembourg Palace – near to the rue de Jardinet – where soldiers with fixed bayonets held back the crowds while 121 of the 1500 insurgents arrested in Lyon and Paris stood trial and made inflammatory speeches to workers and students besieging the building. Saint-Saëns would later recall playing in the gardens of the Luxembourg as a child, but they were no place in which to wheel out an infant and the political situation, as much as the need for country air, may have hastened his departure for Corbeil.


In July 1835 the Fieschi assassination plot, one of many attempts on the life of the King, took place. Fieschi, a Corsican, with the complicity of Robespierrist fanatics, detonated an ‘infernal machine’, which consisted of a range of rifles firing simultaneously. The King’s horse was wounded, the death toll was eighteen and the funeral of the victims produced counter-revolutionary demonstrations and severe Press Laws. The King was remarkably tolerant towards attacks upon his person, but Fieschi and his accomplices were executed four months after Saint-Saëns was born. Like many renegades, Fieschi had, in his time, been a police spy and informer, and it is interesting to consider that he and others might well have been recipients of the secret funds which Victor Saint-Saëns dispensed at the Ministry of the Interior. In June 1836 a republican fired at the King with a weapon disguised as a walking-stick and, in December, a further assassination attempt wrecked the royal coach and injured the heir to the throne, the Duke of Orleans. These facts are worth recalling, for the picture drawn in Ecole Buissonnière deals only with the calm of the ménage supervised by his ‘two mothers’, Clémence and Great-Aunt Charlotte. Also because the brief reference to his father as a ‘sous-chef de bureau’ omits the fact that the Ministry of the Interior under Louis Philippe had as many problems as modern governments in the Balkans.


There were, too, political events overseas that were to have a bearing upon the life of Saint-Saëns. In 1835 French troops suffered reverses at the hands of the tribesmen of Algeria, and began renewed efforts to conclude the campaign to subjugate the region. In 1837, after successes such as the capture of Constantine, the remains of the dead French hero, General Damrémont, were laid to rest to the sounds of the Berlioz Requiem, For the remainder of the century French colonists and capital transformed the Algerian shores into a French province, which became a favoured place for Saint-Saëns, where his health revived and inspiration flowed. In Egypt a usurper, Mehemet Ali, sought French assistance against the Sultan of Turkey and led Louis Philippe and his Minister, Adolphe Thiers, into rash entanglements, which they had to repudiate under stern pressure from Lord Palmerston of Britain. Yet, while Britain continued to strengthen its hold upon Egypt, the khedives enjoyed patronising French culture in preference to British. When Saint-Saëns was born Mehemet Ali was in the process of presenting the famous obelisk of Luxor, which stands in the place de la Concorde. In the next century the composer was to have Egyptian palaces placed at his disposal, where he could write in circumstances of ease and luxury.


Despite political instabilities, Paris in the 1830s was rapidly becoming the cultural capital of the world. The revolution of 1830, although it disappointed many hopes, curtailed the influence of the aristocrats and opened up horizons to the young and ambitious. Louis Philippe was not a great patron of the arts. In the first days of the July Monarchy the choir of the Chapel Royal was suppressed, the subsidy to the Opéra questioned and the pension scheme for the Orchestra of the Conservatoire concerts ended. At the Opéra the Director, Dr Veron, economised by dismissing some of the orchestra players and the composer Fromental Halévy had to take to litigation to retain his post as joint chorus-master. Yet the arts benefited from new opportunities allowed to the middle classes. There were incentives to become prosperous as the franchise was governed by property qualifications. New groups emerged with tastes for opera and serious music, hitherto regarded as the perquisites of the nobility. In addition to the banking sector with all its ramifications, the nascent industries needed mathematicians, engineers and entrepreneurs, who formed part of a new educated public. Bourgeois taste began to dictate standards at the Opéra, where large-scale works, emotional in content and lavishly produced, caught the imagination. At the time of Saint-Saëns’s birth Halévy’s La Juive, a tragic plot interwoven into real historical events, had been the most recent triumph and Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots was in preparation. At the Opéra Comique artless pieces based upon slender romances and domestic misunderstandings entertained middle-class families in boxes, where bells could be pulled to summon refreshments. There were the beginnings of concert life where groups of talented amateurs performed, often reinforced by theatre musicians. The Société Philharmonique de Paris, founded in 1822, could bring together as many as eighty instrumentalists and forty singers. As the taste for German music and the efforts of Berlioz began to make greater demands on the players the necessity for wholly professional groups became more apparent. Chief of these was the Orchestra of the Société des Concerts at the Conservatoire, founded in 1828, which became the finest orchestra in Europe. Although its conductor, François-Antoine Habeneck, would occasionally pause to take snuff in the middle of a movement, leaving the players to go their own way, and two movements of a symphony might be played at the start of a miscellaneous concert and two at the end, it brought the symphonic music of Beethoven to Parisian audiences. On a smaller scale, to a devoted following, the Baillot String Quartet introduced the classical chamber works.


This music-making produced musical journalism. It was in 1835 that Berlioz began his work as critic for the Journal des Débats, to which he was recommended by the Duke of Orleans and for which he wrote for twenty-eight years. Within days of Saint-Saëns’s birth the publisher Maurice Schlesinger took over the Revue Musicale of the learned musicologist Francois-Joseph Fétis and merged it into La Revue et Gazette de Paris. Many other music publishing houses had similar publications. Interest was invariably centred upon the virtuosi who flocked to Paris. In Autumn 1835 the pianist Sigismond Thalberg arrived in the capital and musical society was soon divided between the Lisztians and the Thalbergians, while journals fanned the flames of rivalry. Liszt returned to Paris in 1836 and gave what was probably the first performance there of Beethoven’s Hammerklavier Sonata. These two giants were but the leading figures of a whole troop of aspiring celebrities. The 1830s saw the development and industrial manufacture of musical instruments, and piano-makers such as Sébastien Erard and Ignaz Joseph Pleyel held concerts, which were partly artistic but also commercial, to advertise their products. Extra pianos were often waiting in the wings on these occasions as strings snapped and keys crumbled under the assaults of those who copied the athletic manner of the two rival gladiators. Aristide Cavaillé-Coll was beginning his career as a great organ builder. In 1835 the organs of St Denis and Notre Dame de Lorette were under construction.


From the adulation that new heroes of the concert platform received, there naturally developed the feeling that artists had a role to play in the leadership of society, as guides towards the betterment of the people and seers spreading the gospel of art. It was during 1835 that Liszt produced his essay on ‘The Condition of the Artist and his place in Society’. The duty of the artist to regenerate and uplift the world also found favour with sections of the Church and the Abbé Lamennais, who was known to Liszt, was one of several liberal Catholics who propounded this doctrine. Simultaneously with Liszt’s essay came Alfred de Vigny’s preface to his drama Chatterton,  propounding the importance of the artist in society and the heed that should be paid to the strivings that shook the artist’s soul. In old age Saint-Saëns was criticised for his readiness to write polemics on all manner of subjects not always musical, but for someone brought up in the shadows of Liszt, Hugo and George Sand the voice of art had a duty to make itself heard.


Clémence Saint-Saëns was aware of the route to success lying before a musical virtuoso. She had developed a fondness for the arts in the company of an uncle – ‘who loved her very much, was passionately interested above all in music and had constructed for himself a “salon organ” which he played. While he combed her much admired black tresses he used to speak of art, music, painting, beauty in all forms’ and she conceived the idea that, if she had sons, ‘the first one would be a musician, the second a painter and the third a sculptor’. Michel Faure admits that he felt a certain chill when he read these words. For, although Camille drew a picture of childhood love of the keyboard and constant delight in his lessons, one cannot help feeling that ambition to rise in the world must have motivated the young widow and pushed her son into an arduous regime of training for which, fortunately, he had the most marvellous aptitude. Great-Aunt Charlotte, by contrast, who remembered the ancien régime and still adhered to its fashions in her dress, remarked that she would be happy if the child learnt to play sufficiently well to accompany dancing. She had not forgotten the servant role of the musician in the days before Beethoven.


It was she who first trained Camille at the keyboard. When he was two and a half the square Zimmerman piano was opened for his inspection and, instead of banging inaccurately up and down ‘as the majority of children do at that age’, he touched one note after another, lingering on them until the sounds died away. His great-aunt taught him the names of the notes and it was thought worthwhile to call in a tuner to examine the instrument, although in an adjoining room Camille was able to name the notes as they were struck. He later related how he triumphed over a Professor Zimmerman of the Conservatoire, who had doubted his sense of perfect pitch only to discover that he was being tested against an imperfect instrument. The story is doubtful, as different organisations and different parts of France had their own particular pitches and an agreed diapason was established only in the 1860s. Yet it reveals his precocity. A teaching primer, Le Carpentier Method, was mastered within a month. He ‘cried like a lost soul’ when the piano was closed and so it was left open and, from time to time, he would leave his toys, climb up on to the stool and express his thoughts in music. The two ladies were faced with a problem over which pieces he would consent to play. He found the writing for the left hand in popular children’s pieces too dull and complained that ‘the left hand did not sing’. The simpler works of Haydn and Mozart satisfied him at the age of five, but he refused to perform merely as an entertainer for gushing visitors and obliged only when he was satisfied that a discriminating, and possibly even critical, listener was expected. The audiences would appear to have been chosen with some regard to social advancement, for we are told that he was especially pleased at the helpful comments of the Vicomtesse de Ségur, an amateur violinist. His meticulous exactness came early. ‘Which of these two ladies shall I accompany?’ he asked with childish innocence, when one warbling duettist was out of step with the other.


He also began to write his own music. The date of the first composition is generally put at March 1839, when he was four and a half years old. Looking back seventy years later over these childish endeavours Saint-Saëns, while admitting that they were ‘insignificant’, found them free from faults in writing and marked by a harmonic correctness surprising from a child who had never studied the basic principles. One of the first to be written down (by his great-aunt) was a Galop, a popular form, dated 6 June 1841. Charlotte seems to have remembered at the last moment to squeeze in the time signature in the left hand (2:4) and in the chromatic rush back to the theme has mistakenly included a B sharp and a C natural. The key is G major, but there is a middle section correctly allotted to E minor with the rhythmic pattern neatly reversed. An Andante, dated 1 July 1841, seems, judging by the erasures, to have given the copyist more difficulty.


‘Variations by Camille Saint-Saëns’ is dated 25 August 1841, when he was still only five. The first Variation follows the pattern of harmony and restates the theme in weaving quavers, which is not remarkable, but the second turns it into a waltz in the major key and has a Coda that adds a flourish. A further taste of the later composer comes in a Violin Sonata on which is written ‘Fini. Le 8 Jan, 1842’, where there is a slow movement in 9:8, which becomes quite elaborate and allows for short cadenza passages. This was no doubt the sonata performed by a young Belgian, Antoine Bessems, who had come to Paris to study under Pierre Baillot and was First Violinist at the Théâtre des Italiens. Seventy years later Saint-Saëns looked at the manuscript and did not find it good. Writing to his friend Charles Lecocq he said: ‘There is a Sonata for Piano and Violin which is something frightful. I remember a man by the name of Bessems, a Belgian violinist, who played it with me! When I think of his frequent visits and of his kindnesses to me, I suppose that he had matrimonial intentions that my mother did not receive favourably. He was a very handsome man and my mother dreaded handsome men.’ This piece is written out in a stronger hand and it may be that his mother had begun her long training in making transcriptions of his music. It was a labour she had to learn. When certain possessions of the composer were sold after his death, one observer was touched to note three whole concertos by Mozart copied by his mother for her son’s use.


The first movement of the child’s Sonata (which has no tempo indication) begins with a statement for the violin, which becomes material for a theme, and the Presto Finale is at least of a quality achieved by the contributors to albums for modest home performers. Another Andante (in G major), dated August 1841, has precise dynamic markings and introduces sudden scales and octave passages. We are told that sections such as this were too difficult for tiny fingers and had to be played for him by a family friend, Mme Raynard, sister of a singer, Giraldi. It was through her that Camille enjoyed a childhood friendship with the young and aristocratic Alexis de Castillon, which again suggests that his mother did not neglect useful associations. The same year also brought his first song, ‘Le Soir’, his ‘First Romance’ as the page proudly announces. It conveys the message – in A minor – that the dawn which is breaking proclaims in vain that the day is made for love. It is dedicated to Mlle Granger, the daughter of neighbours, whose father was an artist of distinction.


He had always been susceptible to natural sounds, which is no doubt why he treated as naïve the advice of Debussy fifty years later that musicians should harken to rustling leaves and waving trees; this he had done since infancy. As young as two, he had relished household noises such as creaking doors and striking clocks. His greatest pleasure was the ‘symphony of the kettle’, a large implement, placed every morning in front of the fire. He waited with curiosity for its first murmurs and the appearance of an oboe sound, which arose little by little until the water boiled. Much later, one of his valets, Paul Sabatie, raking over his recollections, said that he had heard Saint-Saëns recalling that he would rush to the kitchen exclaiming: ‘Mama, there is an orchestra in the kettle. Come listen to it, Mama!’ Of broader significance for his instinctive feeling for the eighteenth-century orchestral sound was his first experience of a concert. He had previously heard only the violin playing solo and he was ravished by the warmth of the strings in harmony. As soon as the brass burst in he uttered cries of dismay – ‘Take them away; they are stopping me from hearing the music’ – and had to be removed, wailing, from the premises.


At four and a half he accompanied the attentive Bessems in a Beethoven sonata in the salon of a Madame Violet. This was sufficiently notable to warrant a mention in the Moniteur Universel, where the first comparisons with Mozart were made.




The oldest among us have not forgotten the excitement in Paris aroused by the precocious genius of the later immortal Amadeus Wolfgang Mozart [sic].


The child of which we speak, Camille Saint-Sans [sic], aged four years, seven months, by his surprising musical instinct and by the rare aptitude that he shows at this tender age on the piano to seize whatever is impressive in melody, rhythm and harmony, makes one hope that, thanks to these exquisite gifts and with good nurture, the great masters will some day find in him a worthy executor. This plant, still so frail, must be carefully managed. It will grow of itself, if people who are concerned wish to coax it, while too much force-feeding and instant acclaim would be prejudicial.





It would be a strange child who was not delighted by these comparisons with Mozart and Saint-Saëns may have imagined some kind of mystical lineage. The counter-theme to the first subject of his First (unpublished) Symphony is the same as that which closed Mozart’s symphonic writing, and the opening notes of his published Symphony in E flat are similar to those which accompany the rise of the curtain in The Marriage of Figaro.


Upon Clémence a stronger impression was made by the knowledge of Mozart’s miserable end. She was swift to impress upon Camille the fickle nature of public opinion and was so thorough in this task that, when he gave his first recital at the Salle Pleyel, aged ten, he compared the tide of applause unkindly to a wave of muddy waters throwing up untouchable objects. While Clémence did not use the harsh methods employed by the fathers of César Franck and Claude Debussy (the first was trailed around the concert platforms as a slave to the father’s ambitions and the latter was forced to practise eight hours each day2), she did not leave her desire to have a musician son to chance. In the ‘Rule of Life’, which Camille wrote out before his first Communion, we read the touching words: ‘A day is such a short space and the time given over to Satan is irrecoverably lost.’


His powers of sight-reading were already uniquely impressive. At five and a half he read, without the slightest mistake, a score by André Grétry. At seven he began formal pianoforte lessons with Camille-Marie Stamaty, who had praise for the early tuition he had received from his ‘Bonne Maman’, his correct posture and total reliance upon the fingers. Stamaty was the son of a Greek father and French mother, and had been the leading pupil of Frédéric Kalkbrenner, thus ‘descended’ from Muzio Clementi. Kalkbrenner had invented a ‘guide-main’, a bar placed in front of the keyboard, which arrested all muscular action save that of the hand. It was excellent for developing evenness of tone and dexterity, very suited to the harpsichord and classical repertoire.


Although Saint-Saëns later considered Stamaty’s training to be inadequate as preparation for the Romantic School or the exploration of the resources of the modern piano, his performing talents were totally moulded in the tradition exemplified in Stamaty’s own treatise: Rhythmic Training for the Fingers. Chantavoine, who had as a young man heard Saint-Saëns play, described him as belonging ‘to the school of clarity and correctness’, where the arms intervene only as a last resort, when the resources of the fingers are used up. In the preface to the Studies by his pupil Isidore Philipp Saint-Saëns wrote, ‘The pianist needs a hand that obeys him without resistance. Nothing but work will obtain this fortunate obedience.’ He continued to exercise his fingers up to the last day of his life. According to the valet, Paul Sabatie:




My master had in Paris a magnificent Erard grand piano, but he practised on an upright because his study was too small to contain the Erard. [He] practised daily without exception on an instrument even when travelling, sometimes during the night. For this he had a ‘silent’ piano of two octaves fitted with an adjustable screw to control the touch, light or heavy. Thanks to this he did not disturb his fellow passengers. At times, as I sat opposite him holding his silent piano on my knees, he did exercises to limber up his fingers and arms. He was frequently the object of chuckles, terminating in apologies and requests for his autograph, which he readily granted. He always rode second class. I must not forget to say that, in order to promote a greater manual suppleness and agility, he employed a small electric device of minimum voltage sending a very light current from shoulder to fingers. His sense of hearing was so acute that even at a distance from the music room he could say, ‘The person playing in the next room is old (or young)’ and that he or she touched a particular note with thumb, index or little finger etc. He knew the different strengths of each finger and was determined that no one should be able to detect this difference in his own playing.3





Writing of more modern methods of piano training, which stemmed from the demands of Chopin, Liszt and Rubinstein, Saint-Saëns deplored the invention of the ‘perpetual legato so false and monotonous’, the abuse of small nuances and the ‘continual expressivo applied without discernment’, but in his own piano concertos there are many passages where romantic ardour is called for. In 1844 La Revue et Gazette Musicale published an account of a matinée given by M. Saint-Saëns ‘whose name is pronounced like that of a banknote representing half a thousand francs’. It was signed by Henri Blanchard, a foremost critic of the day and one who had been very severe upon the playing of the young César Franck.




He is an artist of eight years who commenced playing the piano at thirty months. Historique! He is evidently born to play the piano. Brought up on the works of Sebastian Bach, Handel, Mozart, he knows by heart the music of these illustrious masters of the art. In the Matinée Musicale which he gave last Wednesday under the auspices of his teacher M. Stamaty, he began by loosening his fingers in playing the first part of the Second Concerto in A flat major by Field, a piece in elegant style and gracious character, then came the Sonata in C minor of Mozart for piano alone, then preludes and fugues of Bach and Handel, and finally a concerto of Mozart with orchestral accompaniment. If he lacks physical force to attack and make the bass strings resound, he compensates with a graceful tone, and as a musician who feels what he is playing. His slight alterations of tempo are always felicitous and come from a musical feeling which is inborn. His playing is neat and sufficiently firm and, if his trill is a little indistinct, he will perfect it by studying this aspect of piano playing which gives so much life to a performance. His little hands are well-placed on the keyboard; there is evenness in the sounds and expressions, which is not over mannered.)





Blanchard also attended a private concert at Mme Saint-Saëns’s home in April 1846, and wrote that the ‘company marvelled to hear this tiny but already great artist’. The boy played a work for four hands with his teacher, some fugues of Bach, a concerto by Hummel and the C minor (Third) Concerto of Beethoven. Blanchard noted with approval that there were no writhings at the keyboard, no tossing around of the hair, in fact, nothing of the ‘enfant terrible’. Both the programme and the manner of Saint-Saëns’s performances would have appealed especially to Blanchard, who listed the faults of Romanticism and its ‘fatal temptations: the scorning of fugue, a pronounced antipathy towards metrical regularity, a horror of the simple, an incessant need for tortuous melody, the use of luxuriant instrumentation and the need to give listeners a programme which explains the composer’s thought’. Also in the same year, 1846, Camille shared a private concert with the seven-year-old Francis Planté, which was given in the salon of a Mme Pouquet. Planté, who himself became an eminent pianist, recalled the profuse embraces of the ladies present and a rewarding harvest of chocolate and cakes.


An 1846 public concert, given at the Salle Pleyel, passed into French musical legend. This time, instead of being accompanied by a double quartet, presumably all that could be squeezed into the family apartment, there was the Orchestre des Italiens, under its conductor Théophile Tilmant, to give support in the Beethoven Concerto No. 3, and a Mozart B flat concerto. In addition, Camille played an Air and Variations, a fugue by Handel, and a Bach prelude and fugue. Tilmant was a conductor admired by Berlioz and very much loved by his players. During certain difficulties in 1862 his musicians refused to let him retire. He lacked a theoretical education but had a strong musical sense and imparted a verve and sparkle to his performances. The occasion, however, was not one of high seriousness. This type of concert formed part of the social round and very often the interest was centred upon some new ‘discovery’ or musical sensation soon eclipsed by others.4


It is not often mentioned that his recital was interspersed with arias from popular operas such as William Tell, but all seem agreed that the concert was memorable. It had not received a great deal of publicity. The Salle Pleyel was the venue where Chopin had made his début with the least degree of publicity possible. The choice of pieces showed an unusual classical restraint: ‘We thank the happy chance’, said L’Illustration, ‘that has provided for us one of the most lively musical delights of the winter, for which no announcement or advertisement had prepared us. We have just attended the début of a charming child of ten who in a concert given chez M. Pleyel has made known to us one of the most formidable talents of the day.’ There was praise for his playing without scores before him and for the Cadenza, which he had composed for the Mozart concerto. ‘Camille does not limit himself to performance … we are informed that he improvises and composes with wonderful skill and, in fact, in an intelligent cadenza, he succeeded in recalling the principal motifs of the piece wisely.’ His playing had grown in strength and he was able to compete with the full orchestra, but he was praised, too, for his meticulous control in the gentler passages.


Saint-Saëns was fortunate in the time of his birth. The era of the solo recital had just arrived. Paris was not well endowed with concert halls. Liszt’s father had had difficulty in finding a venue for his son and this may be why Liszt, when older, chose to give one of his first solo recitals at the Opéra. Normally, concerts were very haphazard affairs and, in order to increase the audiences by bringing in families, several artists were included. Heinrich Heine noted with some surprise a concert in 1842 at which Liszt alone appeared on the platform, but Liszt was also generous about appearing with other promising performers and programmes were often lengthy. There was a fashion for works played by instruments other than those for which they had been composed. On one occasion an orchestrated version of the first movement of the Moonlight Sonata was played, after which Liszt performed the other two movements on the piano. It was only in 1839 that the recital, with all pieces transcribed or composed by Liszt, first formed the basis of a solo performance. At all events Saint-Saëns dominated this occasion and gave it the air of a solo recital. As an encore he offered to play any one of Beethoven’s sonatas. One wonders whether even the young Mozart, given the difference in time and place, could have mastered such works.


The widow of the Duke of Orleans, Louis Philippe’s eldest son, who had wished to preside over a great renaissance of the arts in France, but tragically had been killed in a coach accident, asked to hear the much praised child performer and a special recital was arranged at the Tuileries. Stamaty, who had hastened back from a visit to Rome, and his pupil were ushered through the State Rooms and Camille, ‘wearing a big white turn-down collar and a short coat’, was presented to the Duchess and her son, the infant Comte de Paris. While Camille played Bach, Beethoven and Handel, the Comte, who already possessed a small replica of the great organs designed by Cavaillé-Coll, preferred to ride his rocking-horse. The Duchess gave Saint-Saëns a gold watch as a reward for the ‘young artist and future teacher’. Saint-Saëns recalled that, as a result of the Salle Pleyel concert, there was some discussion about his playing a Mozart concerto at the prestigious Société des Concerts du Conservatoire and there was even a rehearsal for the event. But the leading violinist, François Seghers, later to be a great friend, was a spokesman for the orchestra and expressed the view that the society had not been founded to further the careers of precocious infants.


Some ill feeling arose between Mme Saint-Saëns and Stamaty. It is difficult not to believe that the teacher had looked upon this intelligent and promising child as something of an investment. The Saint-Saëns family was not rich; it is hard to envisage where the fees necessary to pay a distinguished Parisian teacher could have come from. Stamaty wished to grasp the opportunity and give more concerts, which would enhance his prestige. The mother did not wish to see her son pursuing the career of an infant prodigy and had legitimate fears for his health, for he was a pale and delicate child. Saint-Saëns later described a dispute over the merits of Chopin’s music, which he felt as a gap in his education because of Stamaty’s distaste for it. He seems to have been pressured into refusing to have Stamaty’s name associated in some subsequent concerts. In the Ecole Buissnnière his somewhat grudging tribute is to say that Stamaty’s greatest contribution was to bring him into contact with his first professor of composition – Pierre Maleden.


Maleden was a native of Limoges and still preserved his regional accent. Like Stamaty, he was unorthodox in his views and stood apart from other musicians. He had studied in Germany under Gottfried Weber (no relation of the composer), whose views on harmony he had elaborated and, in Saint-Saën’s opinion, perfected. Weber’s treatise placed less stress upon the mathematical correctness of harmonic writing and more upon the use of an ‘inner ear’ to divine what will or will not sound well. Over such matters Maleden and Saint-Saëns were not always in agreement, and lessons could be stormy. When Camille advanced ideas of his own, the tall lank-haired professor, otherwise described by his pupil as ‘sweet and shy’, would push his real and more vulnerable ears down to the table, asking him if he would change his mind. If the mind did not change, the teacher might admit the possibility of his own misjudgement. Maleden had a long-cherished wish to teach at the Conservatoire, but at the moment when Auber, the Director, was about to sign the necessary papers he had a rush of honesty and wrote to say that his methods of composition differed totally from those officially taught. Auber had second thoughts and Maleden remained an outsider. From both his teachers Saint-Saëns was given a training in dissent and was influenced towards an iconoclastic view of the received wisdom of the times, a characteristic which led him to be at first an advocate of the ‘Music of the Future’ and later to stand apart from the Franckists and Modernists, who advanced theories to which composing had to be subservient.


One teacher to whom he gave less attention in his recollections was his first tutor on the organ, Alexandre Pierre François Boëly. When departing for Italy in 1846, Stamaty advised Mme Saint-Saëns that her son should take private lessons while waiting to join the organ class at the Conservatoire. Boëly had been organist of St Germain l’Auxerrois since 1840. While supervising the rebuilding of the organ he had fitted a new ‘German’ pedal board with a greater compass and longer keys than those common in France at the time. Even so, the pedals seem to have been too short for the heels to be employed comfortably and, throughout his long career, Saint-Saëns played using only his toes, a remarkable skill which gave clarity and precise articulation. Organ manuals of the day contain exercises which show that toe-heel pedalling and substitution were practised, but Saint-Saëns, once again, seems to have begun with an unorthodox method. The new pedal board at St Germain had a compass sufficiently wide to enable Boëly to perform the works of Bach, to whose grandeur the pupil was introduced. According to Joseph d’Ortigues, friend of Berlioz, Boëly was one of the two or three Frenchmen ‘capable of playing a fugue correctly’, performing his own fugues ‘with an ease of fingering, a purity of style and a severity of harmony worthy of Bach’. It was through Saint-Saëns that Berlioz himself, late in life, came to appreciate Bach. In the 1840s the Great Master was a figure little known in France, save to Boëly and the pianist, Alkan, who used a pedal piano at Erard’s studio. The majority of French organs, not yet submitted to the ministrations of Cavaillé-Coll, were in poor condition, with unsteady wind pressures and unstandardised pedal boards. Camille had an opportunity to learn something of organ construction for, during the period of his lessons, the Clicquot organ was restored. The four manuals were reduced to three and a new and ‘expressive’ Récit (Swell) was added. Boëly himself inaugurated the new instrument in November 1850, but did not have long to enjoy its enhanced lustre. In 1851 he was dismissed during a drive for church economies, because his austere and serious tastes conflicted with those of the clergy and people. His pupil was later to endure similar reproaches and friendly relations with Boëly continued, for in the year that he died, 1858, the teacher dedicated a fantasie, Opus twenty-one, to the younger man and Saint-Saëns played for his funeral.


In view of all this expert tuition the story of Saint-Saëns’s débâcle at the audition for the Conservatoire has the aura of a tale that grew with the years. Admittedly the instrument on which he had to perform was unworthy of its office, having been brought from the Tuileries and installed in two halves, one in the hall and the other in the adjoining ante-room. The great organ possessed only four stops and the pedals covered only one and a half octaves.




I was put in front of the keyboard and was so overcome with awe at the extraordinary sound I produced … the whole class burst into laughter. I was thereupon admitted only as an auditor and allowed the humble position of listening to others. I was extremely assiduous and did not miss a single note or comment made by our teacher. At home I worked and pondered, and toiled hard at Bach’s Art of Fugue. The other students were not as painstaking and one day, when there were few in the class and Benoist5 had nothing more to do, he invited me to play. This time nobody wanted to laugh, I became a fully fledged student and carried off the second prize at the end of the year. I would have gained first prize had it not been for my youth and the inconvenience of making me leave a class where a longer period was necessary for me.





We might wonder why he chose to enter the organ rather than the piano class. Organ playing offered the better prospects of earning a living at one of the great Paris churches: an unexpected result of the 1830 revolution, in which churches and clergy had been attacked, had been a revival of fashionable religion. The Catholic Church was no longer so closely associated with the monarchy and several great preachers, such as Lamennais and Montalembert, envisaged an alliance of Church and people, which would be the foundation of a new social order. The rise of a middle class and its deference to respectability swelled parish congregations, and the ever present threats of republicanism and anarchy threw wavering souls into the arms of Rome. Without this religious revival France would not have been able to invest in so many new organs or furnish a living to such an exceptional group of great organists later in the century. It is interesting that Stamaty had shown particular interest in Camille’s First Communion and wrote from Rome to Clémence to say that ‘it ought to occupy the dear child above all’ for providence would then make him a force in the restoration of Catholic art, which had fallen into neglect.


Mme Saint-Saëns also wished to encourage her son’s composing abilities. When a friend learnt that young Camille was playing Beethoven, then thought to be the acme of modernism, she enquired reproachfully: ‘What music will he play when he is twenty?’ Clémence, who, said her son, ‘had a lofty and dramatic turn of speech’, replied, ‘He will play his own!’ The Conservatoire organ classes, with their stress on improvisation and counterpoint, offered an admirable training. The home was a religious one and the interest of influential clergy in Camille’s career was encouraged. The boy was fascinated by the Old Testament stories and, with the aid of the exotic palm trees in the Jardin des Plantes, conjured up images of the East. At the age of eleven he had sketched out a tragedy, ‘Moses at Mount Horeb’, and a little later he put to music a poem of Victor Hugo, ‘Moses saved from the Waters’. One idea in this youthful work, passages for four hands on the piano in an orchestral score, was to resurface later in the Third Symphony. Like Hugo he experienced the dramatic vigour of the Bible and several of his most robust works, Samson, The Deluge and La Lyre et la Harpe, were his own inspirations. In old age he returned to what his admirer Emile Baumann called ‘this terrible epic of the Book of Exodus’ when he composed The Promised Land.


Mme Saint-Saëns extended her quest for interesting and useful folk. She had herself ability as a water-colourist and had taken lessons from Pierre Joseph Redouté. Through neighbours, the Grangers (M. Granger had at one time overtaken Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres in the Painting Section of the Prix de Rome), Camille at five was introduced to Ingres. The Saint-Saëns family would talk to him about Mozart, Gluck and other pre-Revolution musicians.6 Camille composed a short Adagio (‘happily lost’ he declared later) which he dedicated to Ingres and he would play Mozart sonatas, which the painter loved. In return, Ingres, whose talents on the violin Saint-Saëns dismissed as a fictitious, if attractive, legend, bestowed on the child a medallion showing the profile of Mozart and bearing the words: ‘To M. Saint-Saëns, charming interpreter of the divine artist’. An Adagio dedicated to Mlle Granger, dated 20 June 1842, has survived and is certainly Mozartian in its style.


The father of another young singer, whom Camille accompanied, presented him with the full orchestral score of Don Giovanni in two handsome red volumes with French and Italian texts. What a child of five made of the story, or whether his mother regarded the French text as wholesome, we do not know. The two volumes became sacred tomes to be studied. Hitherto he had known only a few conventional opera scores by Grétry and others. Now




every day with that miraculous ease of assimilation which is the dominant faculty of childhood, I immersed myself in Don Giovanni and almost unconsciously I imbibed its music, broke myself into score reading and became acquainted with the different voices and instruments. What joy I felt when, only a few years later, I was able to hear Don Giovanni sung at the Théâtre des Italiens by Grisi, Mario and Lablache. Yet, when you come to study the score closely how unremarkable are the means employed! Do all these marvels amount to nothing more than simple intervals of an octave, a few bars repetition in the bass of a very obvious rhythm, syncopations (which everyone uses), a little figure on the fourth string of the second violins and those scales, those terrifying scales, which are so restrained and do not go beyond an octave? It is true that these details seem of little or no account in themselves. Their value arises out of their placing, reciprocal harmony, contrasts and the overall balance. In these lie the style, the secret of genius. Unfortunately there is nothing more difficult to perform than this exquisite music in which every note, every silence has its value and where the slightest negligence, not only in the letter but in the spirit, will bring defeat. The big musical spectacles are more invulnerable: the Overtures to Tannhäuser and William Tell (you will see that I avoid prejudice) survive second-rate performances because, however many notes you mangle, there are always plenty left behind to ensure the triumph of the big battalions. The tree with a thousand leaves can weather the storm, but what becomes of a flower, a butterfly’s wing, when they are rumpled?





In his use of solo woodwind, his sparing employment of the ‘big battalions’ and his refusal to thicken or extend scores for effect, Saint-Saëns continued to repeat the lessons he had learnt from the Mozart score.


A certain homeopathic Dr Hoffmann had married a female cousin of the Saint-Saëns family and built up a practice composed of admiring women, who had an opportunity at his home of meeting the handsome and romantic Charles Gounod, returned from his studies in Rome. Gounod’s singing at soirées and his embracing smile helped to recruit patients for the good doctor. He was twenty-seven when he met Camille aged eleven. He, too, had been brought up by an adored mother and suffered from exposure as a child prodigy. Impressed by the boy’s facility and given to making aphorisms, which were often cloudy but sounded profound, he murmured, ‘You have not had a musical childhood.’ He helped to increase the boy’s already ardent interest in composition.




May I be permitted to pay my tribute of thanks to the Master [wrote Saint-Saëns many years later] who, already in full possession of his talent, did not disdain to make me, the complete schoolboy that I was, the confidant of his most personal artistic thoughts and to shed his science over my ignorance. He held forth to me as an equal: it is thus that I became, if not his pupil, at least his disciple and that I finished by moulding myself under his shadow, or rather under his luminosity.





Without the influence of Gounod it is possible that Saint-Saëns, poring over Mozart scores, persuaded of the incomparability of Bach and also treated to eulogies of eighteenth-century French music at the Ingres home by the singer François Delsart, might have felt that the great age of music lay in the past. Delsart, uncle of Bizet and teacher of singing, was a great advocate of Lully, Rameau and their contemporaries. ‘Delsart,’ Saint-Saëns was to write later, ‘the singer without a voice, the incomplete musician, the imperfect scholar’, was guided by an intuition to explore the nation’s artistic legacy. ‘He left with all who knew him the memory of a visionary, an apostle. When you heard him talk with so much ardour of those works of the past that the world had forgotten, you began to think that such neglect must be undeserved and you wanted to know more about these relics of another age.’ Another guest of the Ingres family was the composer Henri Reber, who, at a time when all popular interest was centred upon opera, chose to write symphonies in the eighteenth-century manner (one of which the young Saint-Saëns arranged as a piano duet). To all this flood of antiquarianism Gounod brought optimism about the future, a degree of fame and a knowledge of contemporary Europe, for he had not only lived in Italy but had visited Austria and Germany, and been accepted by the Mendelssohn family as a friend. He was the first composer whom Saint-Saëns had met who embodied music as a living force. He took the role of an elder brother and, throughout his own somewhat wayward career, remained a friend and champion.


*


Of Camille’s education in general subjects we know little. Some reviews of his concerts spoke of his being a polymath. He learnt Latin speedily from another Monsieur Benoist but found his Greek teacher uninspiring and, much to his regret, did not proceed with the subject. His curiosity was aroused by mathematics and sciences, especially astronomy. He would survey the skies through opera glasses that could be hired on the bridges of the Seine. The maths teacher, a Monsieur Raynard, a brother-in-law of the Giraldis, left the area after a family bereavement; the classics teacher appears to have fled from the effort of keeping ahead of a child who was determined to read Latin authors in the original. When science tuition was not to be had, he educated himself, planting seeds in window-boxes and observing germination, studying the accuracy of his mother’s flower paintings, breeding caterpillars and investigating the life cycles of butterflies. Sometimes he travelled to Meudon and collected fossils and interesting stones with a geologist’s hammer. One has the impression that he resembled those children in Victorian textbooks who respond with pertinent questions to commands such as ‘Let us go for a walk, children, and observe the formation of the rocks’. He did not have very many contacts with children of his own age. Even his enthusiasms were calculated to elevate. A volume of Victor Hugo’s poetry, expensively bound, excited him enormously. He devoured all the poet’s work and a third of his songs were to be settings from it. He came slowly to an appreciation of Racine, in whose lines he found the same economy of means that he admired in Mozart. Such light relief as there was came from the novels of Dumas and Hugo, which sowed an interest in tales of brigands, gypsies and romance under Mediterranean skies, later to exfoliate in operas such as Proserpine and L’Ancêtre.


Thus, when he entered the Conservatoire at the age of twelve he was something of a phenomenon even for the remarkable times in which he lived, not just because of his pianistic skills, but because his mental processes had been absorbed by the continual contemplation of genius. Most composers have had to struggle on, stage by stage, towards greatness, but Saint-Saëns had breathed the air of the mountain tops since infancy. He had, from his teachers, acquired a strong independence of outlook and a suspicion of intellectual fashion, and though he recalled playing in the Luxembourg Gardens with at least two friends who remained close to him subsequently, Alexis de Castillon and René Thorel, he had been nurtured to achieve a kind of perfectionism which implied isolation. There was a gregarious side to his nature. He conducted a massive and witty correspondence, his tastes in the theatre and delight in the spectacular operas of Meyerbeer and the frivolities of Opéra Comique were those of the average bourgeois household of the time. He was a devoted and tireless participant in all the musical gatherings that he shared. Yet he remained always something of a slave to his own individual assumptions and the necessity of separating himself from the normal experiences of the great majority of beings, contented in his communings with his own intelligence or with selected heroes from the past. In old age he told a young admirer that he had never sought out advice in his youth and had never followed pieces of advice which he had been given.






1 Saint-Saëns somewhat scornfully attributed part of Debussy’s celebrity to his euphonious name, seemingly unaware of his own advantage in this respect.







2 Mme Bizet changed Georges’s shirt while he practised the piano so that he would lose no time.







3 The electrical device was stolen by a German soldier during the Occupation and the reference above comes from a letter from the ex-valet seeking some official compensation.







4 Saint-Saëns was not alone among child prodigies. Another pupil of Stamaty, Louis Gottschalk, made his début in 1845 at sixteen, playing the Chopin E minor Concerto. Emile Paladilhe entered the Conservatoire at nine, won the Premier Prix for piano at thirteen and the Prix de Rome for composition at sixteen. Francis Planté made his debut aged nine at a concert in the Hôtel de Ville. As early as 1824 Charles-Valentin Alkan had won the premier prize for piano at the age of ten. Among the 1850 prize winners we find Planté aged eleven years three months and a violinist, Paul Julien, aged ten. In 1855 Victor Alphonse Duvernoy and Alexis Fissot, both under twelve, shared the Piano Prize.







5 François Benoist, Professor of Organ for fifty-three years. He educated more than one generation of French organists and pianists from Adolphe Adam, Félicien David and Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély to Léo Delibes, Georges Bizet and Raoul Pugno.







6 Berlioz in a letter to Liszt of 1839 speaks of Ingres’s affection for music: ‘I greatly admire the fanaticism of his great painter’s musical passions and you will heartily forgive him for loathing me when you remember that he adores Gluck and Beethoven.’
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The Conservatoire – Revolution and Repression





The Conservatoire National de Musique et de Déclamation had been founded in 1795 from the relics of a music school for the National Guard; its teaching duties were at the start combined with obligations to provide music for public ceremonies. It occupied a large space behind the rue Bergère and its façade had recently been reconstructed and embellished with four allegorical figures representing Opéra, Opéra Comique, Tragedy and Comedy. The instruction moved by stages from solfège and sight-reading, through singing and playing, to the theory of music and harmony. Pupils were admitted between the ages of eight and thirteen, so it is clear that Mme Saint-Saëns had kept Camille at home until the latest possible moment. Louis XIV had inaugurated prizes for study in Italy for painters, sculptors and architects, and Napoleon had extended this to musicians. The Prix de Rome was the Conservatoire’s most prestigious award, although there were twice yearly examinations in most classes. For the pensionnaires who came from the provinces there were strict rules: no lights after 11 p.m., a 6.30 a.m. start in summer and 7.30 a.m. in winter, an allocation of two pairs of shoes per year and room inspections. The number of students had risen markedly during the reign of Louis Philippe, but conditions were, in many respects, archaic. In 1841, box 27 in the Concert Hall had collapsed and, at a prize-giving during one of the particularly cold winters of the time, the heating system had misfired so that the performers were barely visible through thick palls of smoke. We know, however, that Saint-Saëns had a great affection for the old buildings out of which came a great cacophony of sounds. He liked to compare much modern music to the babel of noise that greeted visitors to the entrance frontages.


His reminiscences of the teachers, like those of youth in all ages, centred upon personal foibles rather than tuition content. He considered Benoist, the Professor of Organ, an indifferent organist but an excellent teacher, and remembered his correcting ballet scores for the Opéra during lessons. He regarded his composition teacher Halévy as ineffectual, constantly distracted by visiting singers seeking auditions for parts in his operas. When he was a journalist on L’Estafette in the 1870s he recalled the excitement and parental frenzies of the competition days, which he compared to the ‘steeplechases of Chantilly’, and defended the record of the Conservatoire against its critics. Yet we do not know a great deal about his time there and he makes no mention of the fact that he began his studies in the immediate aftermath of a stormy revolution.


The fall and flight of Louis Philippe in 1848 had been foreseen by no one. France was at peace and the government of François Guizot had a comfortable majority. There had been poor harvests in 1845 and 1846, and sufferings in the towns among the poor and unemployed, but the ‘Bourgeois’ Monarchy had seen the spread of industry and a rise in wealth reaching down into the community. As so often, it was a series of private scandals and a belief in widespread political corruption that led the restless nation to seek a change. The Duke of Choiseul-Praslin, who was charged with the murder of his wife, escaped the guillotine by swallowing arsenic. The Prince d’Eckmuhl stabbed his mistress, the Comte Mortier tried to kill his children and another peer forged the signature of the Secretary of the Jockey Club. The political sage Alexis de Tocqueville had denounced the moral state of the nation; and opposition parties, demanding an extension of the franchise, had opportunities to make capital out of such events.


Following a visit to Paris by Richard Cobden, founder of the British Anti-Corn-Law League, there was a desire to copy its methods of arousing public opinion and a series of political ‘Banquets’ ensued. These were not occasions for rich eating, but public meetings at which toasts were drunk after inflammatory speeches. The cancellation of the Banquets in Paris in February 1848 led to rioting and the erection of barricades in the streets. Young César Franck and his bride had to be lifted over one of these by the crowds before they could enter the church where they were to be married. The child Massenet, receiving from his mother his first and long-awaited piano lesson, had it rudely interrupted by gunfire from the streets below. The King, from whom resolution had been drained by the long struggle for survival, abdicated in favour of his grandson, the Comte de Paris, the same infant before whom Saint-Saëns had played the previous year. The Duchess of Orleans arrived at the Chamber with her son but, as the Chamber itself was besieged by a mob and no initiative was shown by Ministers, she was hustled from the premises, and the deputies and crowds alike responded to a call from the Deputy (and poet) Alphonse Lamartine, for a republic.


For some months the Provisional Government of Lamartine tried to calm the fears of the Right while doing something for the unemployed through a system of National Workshops. Such tasks as these provided were uninspired and consisted in planting ‘Trees of Liberty’ across Paris. They were organised by the socialist Louis Blanc, from the Luxembourg Palace very near to the rue de Jardinet. For a brief time there was an outburst of fraternity. On 2 April one such ‘Tree of Liberty’ was solemnly planted in the forecourt of the Opéra, renamed ‘Theatre of the Nation’. The curé of St Roch arrived in procession with his clergy and held a cross aloft to bless the tree, for many clergy saw the new ‘Second’ Republic as another step towards the union of Church and people. The festivities continued with a free performance of Auber’s La Muette de Portici, ever the musical accompaniment to revolutionary emotions, which was followed by a dramatised version of the forbidden ‘Marseillaise’. A chorus from Halévy’s Charles VI, ‘Never in France shall England reign’, was especially popular and sung frequently in the theatres. The sardonic English Ambassador, Lord Normanby, silenced complaints from English residents by observing, ‘This is a distinction which assuredly none of us desire.’ Some light reconstruction of the Conservatoire façade announced it as ‘National’ rather than ‘Royal’.


A Constituent Assembly was elected, but by virtue of a strong reaction in the provinces it was predominantly royalist and frequently subjected to invasions by the mob, which in many districts still ruled the streets. The permanent Secretary of the Academy of Fine Arts, setting off for the Annual Session in his traditional court dress, was pursued and almost stripped as a representative of royal oppression. Projects for reform poured in upon the uncomfortable rulers of the new regime and the regeneration of music and the arts came under discussion. Before the elections it had been suggested that artists should be represented and Halévy had been prevailed upon to stand as a ‘musicians’ candidate. The future friend of Saint-Saëns, the Abbé Duguerry, graciously withdrew his own candidature to allow Halévy’s name to go forward, though the composer did not win the seat. The attention of the Government was turned to the Conservatoire. Some critics appeared to think that it was a den of vice and wanted not only changes to the teaching staff, but isolated cells for study ‘in order to achieve an establishment where a mother would be able to place her daughter without danger’. Under more liberal banners there were calls for an increase in state subsidies and support for the arts. ‘Genius, immortal by its very essence, should not be muzzled.’ The Government decided that the Grand Salle, hitherto the guarded sanctum of privileged subscribers, should be open to any musician who asked for it, though this does not seem to have been implemented. Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, Minister of the Interior, summoned Auber and the professors, and charged them to name a commission which would study proposed reforms. When the first report of the commission was given in July many suggestions were eminently sensible: the Conservatoire should play a greater role in the training of outside choral societies, which were popular means of elevating public taste; there should be classes in the history of music, lessons in Italian and an increase in the number of pensionnaires. Students of composition should be assisted to attend the subsidised theatres and be allocated a box. Finally, and the demand does not seem unreasonable, members of the jury on the great competition days were to be present from the start of the session.


Pamphlets on every subject circulated in the capital. One with the title ‘Organisation of Work, A Plan for Musical Reform’ was addressed to ‘Citizen’ Lamartine by a ‘Citizen’ Devillebichot. The author called for the Conservatoire to open its doors wider to the public and make musical tuition available through state subvention. It called for a ‘National Society’ of musicians. It placed great stress on the opportunities for young composers to hear their works performed. It wished to see all singers joining together once a week for choral work and all instrumentalists doing the same for symphonic work. Pupils should be admitted to Conservatoire rehearsals and concerts, and the works of student composers should be played at the request of professors. One assumes that the students themselves must have thought and argued about these proposals and surely the debates lingered on into the autumn of 1848 when the young Camille arrived. Thirty years later, when Citizen Devillebichot’s pamphlet and many others had probably disintegrated on the bookstalls, Saint-Saëns founded just such a ‘National Society’ to assist young composers in hearing and appraising their works.


Anxious to imitate the tradition of the First Republic for mass festivals, Lamartine (‘One of those poets whom Plato would have chased out of his Republic,’ as the royalist Comte de Falloux remarked) celebrated a ‘Triumph of Concorde’ on the Champ de Mars. Students from the Conservatoire and Gymnase Miltitaire struggled to make themselves heard in patriotic song. Eight hundred composers entered a competition for national anthems. The titles of the entries show the mood of the times and some distinguished names appear in the lists. Artists had not been slow to embrace the republican regime: ‘L’Harmonie des Peuples’ by Ambroise Thomas, ‘La Jeune République’ by Pauline Viardot, ‘L’Hymne au Fraternité’ by Victor Massé and ‘La Marche des Travailleurs’ by Oscar Commentant may be noted.


The pious hopes expressed in all this hymnody were soon to be dashed in bloodshed, but in the final days before civil war state help for French composers was sought by a group of which Edouard Lalo was a member. A cousin of Lalo, Auguste Wacqez, outlined a detailed plan based on socialist doctrines. He began from the premise that artists were the victims of capitalist speculation, especially in the world of publishing, and wanted a national network of societies which would democratically elect a jury of eminent musicians to select works to be performed and published. He envisaged a Society of National Concerts and a journal, Le Moniteur Musical, to rehabilitate chamber and orchestral music. In a letter to a supporter of the scheme in Troyes, Lalo declared the wish of his friends to elevate French taste above the fashion for variations and pot-pourris on operatic airs, and suggested that such great names as Halévy, Félicien David and even Chopin would serve on this central jury and give young composers the chance to write more ambitiously. Swept away by the violent events in June 1848, these ideas resurfaced when Lalo was one of those who joined Saint-Saëns in the founding of the ‘Société Nationale’.


While the new Republic was in theory friendly towards the arts, it was in practice facing insolvency. The theatres, after the first rush of revolutionary enthusiasm, were poorly attended. The revolution destroyed Adam’s efforts to establish an ‘Opéra National’, forerunner of the Théâtre Lyrique. Many of the celebrities had left the troubled city for London. There was even discussion in the Assembly of a forced reduction in the budget for the Conservatoire. This roused great protestations, and Berlioz and Adam were among the signatories to a petition. Hugo spoke against the reduction in the Assembly and the credits were eventually voted. A major cause of government debt was the existence of the ‘National Workshops’, which drew masses of the unemployed from elsewhere into the capital. Unable to provide sufficient work to justify the daily payments, the Government could in the end offer only two uninviting alternatives: military service in Algeria or clearing swamps in the infested marshes of Sologne. As a consequence, in late June, there was a workers’ rebellion in the poorest quarters of the city of so widespread and serious a nature that the Assembly gave General Cavaignac full powers to suppress it. There was desperate street fighting and a huge death toll.


For the Conservatoire the ‘June Days’ had one rather bizarre outcome. In the aftermath, the National Guard, drawn from more middle-class arrondissements, made itself the vigilant protector of public monuments and mounted night guards. This was the time of the competition for the Prix de Rome and the contestants, according to tradition, were to be sequestered in their rooms at the Institut to compose the Set Cantata. One moonlight night a nervous sentry rushed to his command post to say that gigantic shadows were moving on the cupola and roof of the Institut. It must be in the hands of the insurgents! When it was revealed that the Prix de Rome candidates, relaxing after long hours of work, had climbed up to fool about, there was relief in the National Guard, but fury among the Academicians. It was announced that no prize would be awarded, but fortunately the soothing words of Adolphe Adam, composer of Giselle, obtained a pardon for the culprits and the prize went to the nocturnal jester, Jules Laurent Duprato.


Other musicians were caught up in the events of the ‘June Days’. Bizet witnessed recruits for the National Guard being drawn up outside the Conservatoire itself. The squad included François Delsart, who intended to defend the churches from left-wing insurgents. Despite toying with entry into the Church, Gounod very quickly learnt to shed his clerical habit when venturing into the streets. Singers from the Opéra Comique joined the squad from the rue Bergère. Several were wounded or overcome by the heat and the Opéra Comique was unable to reopen for many days. By autumn, when Saint-Saëns entered the Conservatoire, the political situation had quietened, but so too had the many projects for reform and the spread of the arts. In 1913, writing on ‘Religious Music’, Saint-Saëns suddenly departed from his task and gave his general views on ‘Reform’. ‘My generation still remembers the 1848 revolution,’ he wrote, ‘carried out to deafening cries of “Vive la Réforme” advanced by the crowd which did not even know the meaning of the word. It was enough to ask any of the rabble at random to be convinced of this. Alas! very often the reform brought about, the “transfer of ownership” effected, men found themselves as before with their passions, their virtues and their faults; everyone just went back to bed….’ Did the boy really stop the rioters in the streets and ask them to explain their ideas of ‘Reform’? It is possible that his redoubtable mother did so, as they passed the Luxembourg and the hungry crowds besieging it.
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