Charles-Camille SAINT-SAËNS
Dance Macabre, Op. 40
Charles-Camille Saint-Saëns (9 October 1835 – 16 December 1921) was a French composer, organist, conductor and pianist
of the Romantic era. Saint-Saëns was a musical prodigy, making his concert debut at the age of ten. After studying at the
Paris Conservatoire he followed a conventional career as a church organist, first at Saint-Merri, Paris and, from 1858, La
Madeleine, the official church of the French Empire. After leaving the post twenty years later, he was a successful freelance
pianist and composer, in demand in France, mainland Europe, Britain, and the Americas. As a young man, Saint-Saëns was
enthusiastic for the most modern music of the day, particularly that of Schumann, Liszt and Wagner, although his own
compositions were generally within a conventional classical tradition. He was a scholar of musical history, and remained
committed to the structures worked out by earlier French composers. This brought him into conflict in his later years with
composers of the impressionist and dodecaphonic schools of music; although there were neoclassical elements in his music,
foreshadowing works by Stravinsky and Les Six, he was often regarded as a reactionary in the years before and after his
death. Saint-Saëns held only one teaching post, at the École de Musique Classique et Religieuse in Paris, and remained there
for less than five years. It was nevertheless important in the development of French music: his students included Gabriel
Fauré, among whose own later pupils was Maurice Ravel. Both of them were strongly influenced by Saint-Saëns, whom
they revered as a genius.
Danse macabre Op. 40 is a tone poem for orchestra, written in 1874. It is in the key of G minor. It started out in 1872 as an
art song for voice and piano with a French text by the poet Henri Cazalis, which is based on an old French superstition. In
1874, the composer expanded and reworked the piece into a tone poem, replacing the vocal line with a solo violin.
According to legend, "Death" appears at midnight every year on Halloween. Death calls forth the dead from their graves to
dance for him while he plays his fiddle (here represented by a solo violin). His skeletons dance for him until the rooster
crows at dawn, when they must return to their graves until the next year. The piece opens with a harp playing a single note,
D, twelve times (the twelve strokes of midnight) which is accompanied by soft chords from the string section. The solo
violin enters playing the tritone, which was known as the diabolus in musica (the Devil in music) during the Medieval and
Baroque eras, consisting of an A and an E♭in an example of scordatura tuning, the violinist's E string has actually been
tuned down to an E♭ to create the dissonant tritone. The first theme is heard on a solo flute, followed by the second
theme, a descending scale on the solo violin which is accompanied by soft chords from the string section. The first and
second themes, or fragments of them, are then heard throughout the various sections of the orchestra. The piece becomes
more energetic and at its midpoint, right after a contrapuntal section based on the second theme, there is a direct quote
played by the woodwinds of the Dies Irae, a Gregorian chant from the Requiem that is melodically related to the work's
second theme. The Dies Irae is presented unusually in a major key. After this section the piece returns to the first and
second themes and climaxes with the full orchestra playing very strong dynamics. Then there is an abrupt break in the
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texture and the coda represents the dawn breaking (a cockerel's crow, played by the oboe) and the skeletons returning to
their graves. The piece makes particular use of the xylophone to imitate the sounds of rattling bones. Saint-Saëns uses a
similar motif in the Fossils movement of The Carnival of the Animals.

