Saint-Saëns: In Defence of a Reputation
“Music lends itself wonderfully to expression, and that is what the amateur would expect….it is quite different for the artist”
 Camille Saint-Saëns

Stephen Studd’s claim that “Saint-Saëns’ fall from grace was to be one of the most spectacular in musical history” is one with which few would disagree, especially considering the height from which he fell.
 Only nine years after his death in 1930 Dandelot wrote of the “unjust and exaggerated disfavour” into which his work had fallen
 and in 1935 Hahn was able to comment that “for fifteen years he has been walled up in silence as though we were ashamed of him”.
 There are various reasons for this, not all of them musical and many entirely unjustified. Today Saint-Saëns remains popular with audiences for the handful of pieces continually presented them of which only the Fantasie of 1857 is for organ. Despite occasional attempts to rectify the situation Saint-Saëns remains a most misunderstood composer of whose many qualities the time has surely come for a serious reappraisal. 

Born in 1835 just eight years after the death of Beethoven and dying after the first world war in 1921 he saw many changes during his long life, some of which he embraced more readily than others. Up until the 1880s he was considered very modern, at times offensively so, but his adherence to classical principles and clear conception of the parameters within which all art should function meant that during his later years he was increasingly considered old fashioned. The fervour with which he argued his cause in this regard went a considerable distance towards sealing the fate of his reputation. During the 20th Century many composers eschewed the subservience of logic to expression. Saint-Saëns did so at the height of romanticism and earned mistrust, and occasionally outright hostility from some of his colleagues. Saint-Saëns argued, like the Parnassians he so admired, that “art is form above all else”. He did not argue that music should have no emotion but rather that this was the “right” of a composer not a “responsibility”.
 Many have inferred from this a total absence of emotion in his music which is not the case, or indeed the point. These views are ultimately philosophical, not musical, but since they diverge so radically from the prevailing aesthetic of his day it is perhaps unsurprising that he was misunderstood.

Saint-Saëns was a child prodigy and gave his first concert as a pianist in 1846 at the Salle Pleyel. On this occasion he performed concertos by Mozart and Beethoven, a Bach Prelude and Fugue and works by Handel and Kalkbrenner. Not only did he perform without reference to scores but for an encore he invited the audience to choose any one of the 32 Beethoven piano sonatas which he had also committed to memory!
 It is easy to see how such a precocious talent came to be compared from an early age with that of Mozart whose music he adored, along with Bach, Haydn, Schubert and Mendelssohn. This list is revealingly conservative and Reynaldo Hahn
 and Alfred Bruneau
 were not alone in describing him as “musical art’s last great classicist”. Saint-Saëns himself later recollected how “everything in my youth seemed calculated to keep me far removed from romanticism”.
 However, despite his continued promotion of German composers such as these throughout the nineteenth century he was fiercely patriotic and spent a great deal of time and effort in the cause of French art. To this end he became a founding member of the Société Nationale in February 1871 which under its motto ars gallica set about the promotion of French music and the establishment of a national style in those difficult years that followed the Franco-Prussian war. Indeed Saint-Saëns the conservative was paradoxically also a great innovator. He was one of the first significant composers to write solo music for the harmonium, and was amongst the first French composers of the nineteenth century to write chamber music. Credited with almost single-handedly developing the solo concerto in France, he was also one of the first to incorporate genuine Arabic melodies into his scores such as those in Samson et Dalilah, or the Suite Algérienne, op.60. In 1908 he became the first notable composer to write a film score with “‘L’assassinet du duc de Guise”, op. 128 and whilst his appreciation of early music can be considered unusual in France, his remarks pertaining to performance practice were undeniably way ahead of their time. 

Saint-Saëns was also a remarkable, largely self-taught polymath and the list of his interests and achievements is as wide ranging as his career. It varies from astronomy, geology, archaeology, history, sculpture, painting and mathematics to anthropology, zoology, animal welfare and travel.

Even if occasionally he had to wait longer than he would have liked, his efforts in all spheres did not go unrewarded. He was made a member of the German Association of Musicians, a Grand Officer of the Legion d’honneur and a member of the Académie des Beaux-Arts. He was also awarded the German Order of merit, an honorary doctorate from Cambridge University, the Cross of the order of Victoria and even had a museum devoted to him in Dieppe. 

Given such undeniable success it seems all the more remarkable that Saint-Saëns became so marginalised both by his peers and by history. Certainly his aesthetics were often not those of his age but this alone is not sufficient to explain the wilful neglect he has received. The reasons for this may well have more to do with personality than with music. It is true that he experienced at times a “sea of injustice”
 in his struggles to stage his dramatic works and the scandalous duplicity surrounding the cantata competition of 1867 in particular. The mistrust of institutions this engendered might have been a very healthy one though had he not remained so desperate for their approval. He suffered almost constant ill health and the deaths of close friends, his children and his mother left him in a depression causing insomnia, an inability to work and, at times, contemplating suicide.  Today he would doubtless have been medicated. As it was he didn’t always behave in his own best interests, and his career and reputation would doubtless have been better served had he left many opinions unvoiced. Had he not criticised the formation of orchestral unions for instance the players may not have refused to play his music! Unfortunately history has chosen those occasions on which he was rude, opinionated or abrupt with which to remember him, overlooking those not infrequent instances of great benevolence. There are numerous examples of his not only encouraging the performance of younger composer’s works but also of his using influence to secure appointments or introductions for them. Henri Malherbe claimed to know personally at least two organists whose rent was paid by Saint-Saëns after they lost their jobs following the 1903 moto proprio of Pius X.
 This is clearly not the man that Martin Cooper described as “full of years and malice”.
 

In the current climate of objective musicology it can only be hoped that Saint-Saëns’ music will finally be appreciated for what it is and not what it stands for, or worse still, what others have chosen it to stand for.  

----------------------------------------
Rollin Smith has observed
 that from Saint-Saëns’ very first biographer, Jean Bonnerot, writing in 1922, the composer’s relationship to the organ has been almost entirely ignored.
 Most discussion of nineteenth century French organ culture has concentrated, with good reason, on the decadence of the early years of that century and the renaissance that followed Lemmens’ first visit to Paris in 1852. Saint-Saëns’ contribution does not lie in either field and so, as with so much else of his work, has been overlooked. He was however, the significant figure in the transition between the two and thus helped to transform the status of the organ in France. 

That there was a cultural crisis in French organ lofts in the years following the revolution is clear. “It is a sad fact, but we must face it” read an 1838 review in Revue Musicale, “organ playing is in utter decadence today”.
 There are numerous accounts of the poor taste and low standards to which organists had stooped. As Italian opera became the staple diet of the concert going public congregations expected the same. Organists could regularly be heard playing drinking or hunting songs, waltzes and arias, often at the express instruction of their clergy. Montalembert wrote in 1839 that “there was nothing more grotesque or irreligious than the practices of the Parisian organist”.
 In fairness to the organists of the day, the instruments they were faced with were by now in varying states of disrepair. Mendelssohn visiting Saint Sulpice in 1832 wrote that the organ “sounded like a full chorus of old women’s’ voices….but they maintain that it is the finest organ in Europe if it were put in to proper order, which would cost 30,000 Fr.”
 From his first completed organ in 1838 and for the next sixty years many of these old instruments were either rebuilt or replaced by Aristide Cavaillé-Coll with whose name French organ culture remains inextricably linked. He very quickly established his new concept of the ‘symphonic’ organ with characteristics that we have come to associate with French instruments of the period. An abundance of unison stops, high pressure reeds, harmonic stops, combination pedals and the boite expressif all contribute to a new sound world which, Saint-Saëns argued, required a new music. 

As a young student Saint-Saëns was largely influenced by earlier instruments and the music which had been written for them. His early piano studies were with Camille Stamaty who taught Kalkbrenner’s technique of control, precision, strength and the minimal movement more readily associated with the harpsichord than the emerging modern piano. Similarly his first organ studies were with the classically minded Alexandre Boëly who presided over the 1771, four manual Clicquot organ at St. Germain L’Auxerrois. Boely was something of a Bach specialist, a rarity in France at this time, and had fitted a German pedal board in 1838 for the performance of his music. When in 1853, aged only seventeen, Saint-Saëns was appointed organist at Saint Merry he found there also a four manual Clicquot, built in 1791 and now much in need of repair. The restoration was finished in 1857 and incorporated many of the modernisations we have come to associate with Cavaillé-Coll. It was surely an unusual appreciation of historical value however that lead the organist to ask for the mutations of the positif and the Cornet of the Grand Orgue to be left alone, “without which the instrument would certainly have lost its couleur ancienne at the hands of the modern builder.”
 . 

When Saint-Saëns moved to La Madeleine the following year it was to one of the most prestigious positions in Paris and Cavaillé-Coll’s largest instrument to date that he went. In contrast to the instruments he had known earlier the four manual, forty-eight stop organ that he found there had been built new in 1846. Most notable were its almost total lack of mutation stops and phenomenal power. We know that Cavaillé-Coll was pleased with the instrument and that Saint-Saëns was a great admirer of the new possibilities that his work opened up. Franz Liszt, Robert Franz, Pablo Sarasate, Anton Rubinstein and Clara Schumann were among the many distinguished guests that came from all over the world to visit him in the organ loft but despite the prestige and security it provided him Smith has observed that “there was little romance connected with the honour of being organist titulaire du grand orgue and the artistic satisfaction gained from providing musical ‘interruption’ was slight indeed”.
 Saint-Saëns was neither the first nor the last musician to find frustration and misery working in the church and by the time he tendered his resignation in April 1877 both his faith and his good will had been considerably eroded. Religion is “the poison of falsehood” he wrote “it takes for its ideal an impossible rapture, falsifying nature and simple happiness”.
 One of the recurring issues was Saint-Saëns’ refusal to embrace the poor taste which the Parishioners and clergy had so admired in his predecessor, Lefébure-Wély. His belief that both clergy and public needed protection from their own ignorance may not have won him many friends but his uncompromisingly high standards set a new benchmark for French church music. He clearly took his role as the official organist of the Société Académique de Musique Sacrée seriously. 

Whilst Widor, Vierne and Dupré all studied the new methods of Lemmens, Saint-Saëns’ technique was, like so much in his life, the result of a far more classical outlook. He continued, for example, to pedal using toes only long after the use of heels had become common place. His registrations, according to Jean Huré
 and Joseph Bonnet
 amongst others, were reminiscent of the classical masters; “the charm of a nasard combined with a gambe or bourdon, a cornet solo, a grosse quinte or a carillon in the pedal and a récit de tierce en taille or en desssus” (Huré). Liszt however was not alone in describing his style as ‘orchestral’ and it seems credible to suggest that he was simply discerning and unusually willing to use each instrument for its strengths. In response to a London critic’s objection that he used too many orchestral effects, he replied that the organ evolves with each generation and so does the music written for it. He compared this development with that of the harpsichord to the piano and implied further that each instrument must be treated differently. Fugues he says are more suitable for those organs where the sound is clear and intelligible than for the ‘modern’ instrument. If performed on the latter it will be necessary therefore to register them very differently. He even suggests that if we don’t like this we should blame the organ builders who have given us the instruments that need to be played this way! Even today this view can be considered enlightened and it flies in the face of both classical French practice and the symphonic tradition. 
 

Insofar as such accounts can be trusted, and, it should be remembered that such information nearly always tells us more about the source than the subject, his playing was dignified, tasteful and controlled. Writing for La Revue et Gazette Musicale in 1844 Henri Blanchard wrote of the young pianist “His slight alterations of tempo are always felicitous and come from a musical feeling that is inborn…..expressiveness without mannerism”.
 Over sixty years later Louis Kelterborn commented on a performance in Basel that it was “elegant and graceful yet always virile, absolutely free from sentimentality and an excess of rubato, which so many modern virtuosi seem to hold indispensable for an exhibition of ‘taste of feeling’”.
 Eloy de Stoklin in Le Ménestrel spoke of a performance “full of taste and moderation, controlled emotion and magisterial simplicity”.
 This was by no means to everyone’s liking and there exist numerous examples too of reviewers that found his playing dry and emotionless. Whereas Studd has argued from such reports that the “expressive quality” demonstrated in his youth “had all but disappeared” later on, it should be recognised that such criticisms only tell us how his performances compared with the expectation of them.
 

In the same way we can learn something of him by what he said of others. He complained of the “perpetual legato, so false and monotonous” and of “abuse of small nuances” and perhaps most significantly “continual expression applied without discernment”.
 On Chopin’s playing he spoke of the “maintaining of the beat in the accompaniment of rubato” and affirmed it to be “as far removed from any show of bad taste as it is from cold bitterness”.
 As a youth Saint-Saëns had been forbidden by Stamaty from going to hear Chopin play for fear that he would be influenced by this control and understatement and so reject the excessive displays of expression which he had been encouraged to develop. Saint-Saëns went anyway and Stamaty’s fears proved founded. 

------------------------------------
On the eve of the First World War Saint-Saëns wrote to Lecocq; “one asks oneself whether it would not have been better to die young than to see so many evils and horrors”.
 It is a great irony that had he done so he would quite possibly have been afforded far more of the respect he deserves and his work would surely be better known today. However, we would have been deprived of some wonderful music, much of which is still awaiting discovery should we care to look. 
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