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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In discussing the woodwind sonatas of Camille Saint -Saëns, it 

is essential to examine three areas: his personal life, his life as 

a performing musician, and his music. All elements of Saint -Saëns' 

life are important in determining the interpretation of his music, since 

all elements are tightly woven together. His life and thoughts on music 

are well documented, because he was an avid writer and spokesman for 

music; and accounts of his musical performances are equally acknowledged, 

since he was one of the true virtuoso pianists of his generation. 

In the study of the individual sonatas, certain important 

features and problems of each movement will be discussed which are 

vital to intelligent interpretation. It is not the purpose of this paper 

to interpret the music for other musicians, but to influence performance 

practices through knowledge of important factors in the sonatas, in 

Saint -Saëns' life, and in his music. 
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CHAPTER 2 

SAINT -SAENS' LIFE 

Camille Saint -Saëns was born in Paris, France on October 9, 

1835. His father died when he was a few months old, which left 

Saint -Saëns to be raised by his mother, an amateur artist, and his 

great -aunt Charlotte Masson, who began Saint -Saëns' piano instruction 

when he was two and a half years old. 

Saint -Saëns' awareness of sound started when he was just a 

few months old. He would listen intently to the tinkling of glasses, 

opening doors and the tones of the striking clock. He was also 

fascinated with sounds from the large kettle: sounds which grew from 

a slight murmur to a shrill noise. When his great -aunt opened the 

little Zimmermann piano for him, he reacted much differently than the 

average child. "Instead of confusedly pounding on the keyboard as any 

normal child would have done, he delicately struck one of the keys with 

his finger, waited until the sound had died away, and then raised the 

finger to strike other keys in the same fashion. "1 

"The instrument soon became his whole delight, and when his 

mother or great -aunt attempted to shut the lid, he screamed with rage. "2 

1James Harding, Saint -Saëns and His Circle (London: Chapman 
and Hall, 1965), pp. 13 -14. 

2Ibid. 
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His preference for the piano over childrens' toys came at a very early 

age. He soon rejected childrens' songs, and his elders chose Mozart 

and Haydn to replace the easier music. His aunt supervised his practice 

so as to eliminate faults that are easily acquired at an early age. 

"She inculcated in him the supple style free of all mannerism or 

affectation that became such a distinctive mark of his virtuoso playing 

as a grown man."3 She guided him in serious work which tested his 

abilities honorably rather than showing a vain display of his prodigious 

gift. 

Saint -Saëns' prodigious gift was well noticed in his childhood. 

The Moniteur Universel compared him with the seven -year- 
old Mozart and observed: "The child of whom we are speaking 
is Camille Saint -Saëns [sic], aged four years and seven 
months. His surprising musical instinct, the rare aptitude 
he shows at such a tender age for seizing upon what is 
impressive in the melody, rhythm and harmony at the piano, 
lead one to hope that his truly refined tendencies and 
excellent training will cause the great Masters to find in 
him a worthy rival. "4 

Four years later the important critic Henri Blanchard 

acclaimed: 

The young Saint -Saëns was obviously born to play the 
piano. Raised on Bach, Handel and Mozart, he knows the music 
of these three illustrious masters by heart....he played 
himself in with the first part of John Field's A flat major 
concerto, a work of elegant style and graceful character; 
then came Mozart's C minor sonata, preludes and fugues by 
Bach and Handel, and finally a Mozart concerto with 
orchestral accompaniment. All this was played by the eight - 
year -old boy as though he were an experienced artist. If he 
lacks the physical strength to attack chords in the bass and 
make them resound, he compensates for it with the very 
graceful ringing tone of a musician who really feels what he 
is playing. His slight variations of rhythm and tempo are 

3lbid, p. 14. 

4lbid, p.. 24. 
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always happy and spring from his innate feeling for the music. 
His style is clean and sufficiently firm. If his trills are a 

little indistinct he will perfect them by studying that branch 
of his art which gives so much brio to performance. His little 
hands are well placed on the keyboard, the sound is even, and 
his playing has expressiveness without being mannered.5 

Saint -Saëns' early interest and excellence in music did not 

keep him from finding other interests in the world around him. He had 

advanced skills in arithmetic and geometry and also enjoyed experiments 

in botany. He bred caterpillars to study the life cycle of the butter- 

fly and would search for fossils on weekends for his collection. Another 

lifetime interest would be in astronomy, and he would later purchase a 

telescope for viewing the heavens. Throughout his life Saint -Saëns 

pursued his outside scientific and philosophic interests and wrote many 

scholarly articles on his thoughts. 

His love for literature required no prompting as he quickly 

worked through the French classics. He was particularly fond of 

Victor Hugo's poetry, and soon read everything Hugo had published as 

well as setting many of his poems to music. "As I advanced in age my 

'Hugolatry' increased and each new work of the poet was awaited 

impatiently and devoured the moment it appeared.... "6 At the same 

time he came to understand the classics more fully and to enjoy their 

immortal beauty. 

On May 6, 1848, at the age, of eleven, Saint -Saëns played his 

concert debut at the Salle Pleyel. He performed the difficult Piano 

Concerto in B -Flat (K. 450) by Mozart, a theme and variation and a 

fugue by Handel, a toccata by Kalkbrenner, a sonata of Hummel and a 

5lbid, p. 25. 

6lbid, p. 22. 
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prelude and fugue by Bach. He ended the concert by performing 

Beethoven's Concerto No. 3 in C minor with the orchestra. A review 

of the concert related the event in this fashion: 

In quiet passages his hearers admired the softness and 
delicacy of his touch. When the piano was challenged by the 
massed orchestra in stormy crescendos they were astonished 
at the power that seemed to flow so easily from his fingers. 
Through it all he sat immobile at the piano, his face expression- 
less, his hair undisturbed, his body unmoved. Only the hands 
flew up and down the keyboard, every joint and muscle sinuously 
rippling in thousands of perfectly controlled movements. And 
not the least amazing feature was that he played all his pieces 
from memory --a rare occurrence in those days. As an encore 
he offered to play any one of Beethoven's thirty -two piano 
sonatas, also from memory.7 

After having made so sensational a debut, the boy was wisely 

withdrawn from the exploitive atmosphere of public life and kept to 

his studies. The concert also marked the end of his childhood, if 

indeed he had ever had one, for music had dominated his senses from 

the beginning. The time most children spend with toys was devoted to 

intellectual inquiry. "The course of Saint -Saëns' childhood helps to 

explain why in later years this most cerebral of musicians was often 

accused of lacking a heart. "8 

At the age of thirteen, Saint -Saëns entered the conservatory. 

The Academie Royale de Musique carried out the task of training the 

nation's musicians in a dilapidated building, where teachers and pupils 

were jammed together under conditions that only the toughest nerves 

could endure. 

7lbid, p. 27. 

8lbid, p. 28. 



"I loved its decaying atmosphere, its total absence of 
modernity, its air of olden days," wrote Saint -Saëns. "I 
loved the absurd little courtyard where the desperate squawls 
of sopranos and tenors, the trillings of pianos, the honkings 
of trumpets and trombones, and the arpeggios of clarinets all 
mingled together to produce that ultra -polyphony which avant - 
garde composers try to achieve without success. Above all, I 

love my memories of the musical education which was imparted 
to me in that ridiculous and venerable palace, long since too 
small to contain the pupils who came from all four corners of 

the world to overcrowd it. "9 

On his first day in class the organ instructor asked 

Saint -Saëns to play something. 

"I was put in front of the keyboard" Saint -Saëns 
remembers, "and was so overcome with awe that the extra- 
ordinary sound that I produced made the whole class burst 
into laughter. I was thereupon admitted as an auditor and 
allowed the humble position of listening to the 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 as I was and one day, when there 
were few in class and Benoist had nothing more to do, he 

invited me to play. This time nobody wanted to laugh. At 

one stroke I became a fully fledged student and carried off 
a 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. ++ 10 

6 

His studies at the conservatory also included composition, for 

which Saint -Saëns won first prize in a competition organized by a Paris 

musical society. He also wrote two symphonies about this time, both of 

which have been recorded. Saint -Saëns' first symphony to appear in 

print was composed when he was eighteen. 

His professional playing career started in 1853 as organist 

at the Church of St. Severin. After a few months Saint -Saëns took a 

similar post at St. Merry. Four years later in 1857 he was appointed 

9lbid, p. 36. 

10Ibid, 
pp.. 36-37. 
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to the position of organist at the Madeleine, one of the most coveted 

positions in Paris. His appointment to the fashionable church was 

kept for nineteen years and was described by Saint -Saëns as the happiest 

years of his life. In the organ loft, Saint -Saëns could let his 

imagination wander in magnificent improvisations whose serene beauty 

suggested weeks of meditation rather than the inspiration of the moment. 

When Lizst heard him he saluted him as the greatest organist in the 

world." 
ll 

Improvisation in Saint -Saëns' day was the French school's 

particular glory. He believed that the organ's resources were best 

explored through this medium. 

The organ is an evocative instrument. At its touch 
the imagination awakens and unexpected harmonies well up 
from the depths of the subconscious. Here is a world all 
its own that one will never see again, surging from the 
shadows like an enchanted isle rising from the sea into 
which it is afterwards fated to vanish again once and for 
all....If the sound of the organ, a harmonious noise rather 
than exact music, produces little that is worth writing down 
on paper, then it belongs to the same category as those old 
stained -glass windows where you can scarcely discern the 
shapes but which, nevertheless, have more charm than their 
modern counterparts. 12 

By the time Saint -Saens reached the age of twenty, his life 

had fallen into the pattern it was to follow for the next sixty years. 

His time was divided between composing (which he did with remarkable 

speed), giving virtuoso concerts, and being an organist, all of which 

gave Saint -Saëns and his family financial security. Since he had 

become the breadwinner for his family, his mother and great -aunt 

could devote themselves wholly to looking after Camille. "They saw 

11lbid, 
p. 62. 

12lbid, 
p. 63. 
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themselves as the appointed custodian of genius and organized the 

household around him. "13 His fragile health gave them endless worry, 

so that each night a lamp would burn in his mother's bedroom where she 

would listen for his return. 

The young man had developed a spontaneous gaiety which made 

him an irresistable companion. His conversational skills were aided 

by his prodigious memory which retained the printed word as indelibly 

as music. Whatever he read he remembered and he was never lost for a 

pungent argument or sharp retort. Even those who would disagree with 

him were amused and stimulated by his lively way of expressing himself, 

which helped to compensate for his lack of charm. 

An important part of his routine started when he was only 

fifteen, when he became part of Madame Viardot's Thursday evening 

receptions, one of the most celebrated artistic circles in Paris. 

Saint -Saëns would accompany her as she explored music that was 

practically unknown at that time. The evening get togethers were an 

important part of the musical life in Paris and the opportunity to 

meet other musicians was important to Saint -Saëns' future. He showed 

his admiration for Madame Viardot by dedicating Samson et Delila to 

her. In the same style as these famous receptions, Saint -Saëns started 

his own open house for his friends in 1858. His receptions were soon 

to become as famous as Madame Viardot's Thursdays. "At one time or 

another every musician of consequence passed through his door in the 

rue du Faubourg St. Honore, to be welcomed by great -aunt Charlotte in 

13Ibid, 
p. 56. 
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her old- fashioned bonnet. "14 Some of his famous visitors included 

Liszt, Wagner, Bizet, Faure, and Gounod. 

At the age of twenty -six, Saint -Saëns, for the first and only 

time in his life, accepted a teaching position in the Niedermeyer 

School. His short but rewarding tenure as a teacher would bring him 

a friendship that was to be the happiest and most satisfying he would 

experience. Gabriel Faure was a boy of sixteen when they first met. 

"It is no exaggeration to say that Saint -Saëns, whose personality was 

different in nearly every way from that of his pupil, conceived a 

deep and abiding affection for him which was returned in full measure. "15 

Their lasting relationship would help satisfy Saint -Saëns' parental 

instincts which were to be cruelly frustrated. In later years he 

would become the benevolent uncle to Faure's children. 

The 1860's found Saint -Saëns struggling to make a name for 

himself in the face of general indifference, if not hostility. Even 

his virtuosity, which had received such acclaim, was only grudgingly 

praised. 

It was impossible to pick holes in his flawless 
technique. The attack, instead, was concentrated upon 
his lack of those mannerisms which the more flamboyant 
virtuosi employ to heighten the drama of the occasion and 
to warm up the groundlings. Saint -Saëns' platform manner 
was frigidness itself. He entered unobtrusively, marched 
straight across to the piano and began to play with no 
further preliminaries. Throughout his performance he 
showed the same impassiveness, rose to his feet the moment 
the last note died away, nodded unwilling acknowledgement 
of the applause, and strode off quickly without moving a 
muscle of his face. Some said his playing was too correct, 
others that it was arid.16 

14lbid, 
p. 69. 

15lbid, 
p. 87. 

16lbid, 
p.-89. 
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As a conductor his short -sightedness made him awkward in 

directing the orchestra, which drew the following remark from a critic: 

"a man may be very talented, write correctly, knowledgeably, in a 

closely knit, conscientious style, and lack the tact, the experience 

and the special art necessary to a good orchestra conductor. "17 

Berlioz' cryptic comment about Saint -Saëns at this time, after an 

unsuccessful attempt at the Prix de Rome was that, "He knows every- 

thing, but lacks inexperience! "18 

These years and experience preceded the most content years 

of Saint -Saëns' life. As a rising young man increasingly confident 

of his ability, he could afford to ignore the hostilities of the 

music world. He was sure of his eventual acceptance and blithely 

disregarded the conservatism of those who were shocked by his advanced 

tastes. He continued his efforts to push music forward by performing 

Liszt, Schumann, and Wagner, while at the same time not forgetting 

the music of old, in performing the complete Mozart piano concertos 

at the Salle Plagel, reviving the Bach d minor concerto for three 

claviers, and continuing his advocacy of Rameau. 

His home life in these years was one of comfort as his 

needs were met by his now aging mother, great -aunt, and many friends. 

With his growing celebrity and income, he was always ready to help a 

friend and able to do a favor. He spent most of his time in music 

and said of himself: "I live in music as fish in water. "19 He 

could orchestrate for twelve hours at a time, but found three hours 

17 Ibid. 

18lbid, p. 90. 

191bid, 
p. 94. 
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was long enough to devote to original composition. Practice took the 

remainder of his time and more than one visitor found him at the piano 

playing a ridiculously difficult piece by Liszt while reading a news- 

paper placed upon the lid. 

In the next fifty years of his life, Saint -Saëns would make 

major contributions to French music, endure an unsuccessful marriage, 

and see the death of his two sons, mother and great -aunt. He would 

have great successes on the concert stage along with increasing 

opposition, and find traveling becoming an important part of his life. 

His productivity as an artist and composer was to continue until the 

very end of his life. 

As a leader in French music he was continually concerned with 

elevating music in the public mind. In 1971 he made a major contri- 

bution to French music by forming the Société des Concerts du 

Concervatoire. The foundation's purpose was to give young French 

composers who dared to write instrumental music a means of hearing 

their works performed. 

At the time, chamber music societies, which were numerous, 

restricted their programs to the great masters, mainly Mozart, Haydn, 

Beethoven, Mendelssohn and at times Schumann as proof of their 

audacity. To print the name of a living French composer on an 

advertisement had the power to send the public running. The Société 

Nationale helped to change this unfortunate circumstance by 

premiering many important works by Saint -Saëns, Chabrier, Debussy, 

Dukas and Ravel, as well as music by Faure, Franck and other 

original members. 
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The idea of the Société Nationale was first discussed at 

Saint -Saëns' Monday evenings in 1871, but would have to wait until the 

end of the civil war in France to be implemented. The first concert 

was an immediate success and the Société gained many new supporters. 

The success was followed by a quick succession of concerts featuring 

the works of its members. The concerts would prove that an interesting 

program made up of new compositions by French composers was indeed 

possible. The Société went on to premiere many more new works, but the 

major function had already been realized by gaining acceptance of 

French composers in the concert halls. 

Another outstanding contribution to music was Saint -Saëns 

dedication to the past, both in the performance and editing of the 

masters' works. His programs always included works by Mozart, Bach, 

Rameau, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and others. In one special concert 

series in England he performed all of the Mozart piano concertos as he 

had done earlier in Paris. In the area of editing, he worked with 

Durand in publishing the complete works of Rameau. Since the volumes 

contained many of his favorite recital pieces, he was able to edit 

them with the insight of a practicing musician. Other music edited by 

Saint -Saëns include the complete works of Gluck. 

In 1873, Saint -Saëns fell ill due to the exhausting regime 

he had set for himself in the attempt to forget his great- aunt's 

death. On doctors orders he left for a more favorable climate in 

Algeria, thus starting a pattern he would repeat many times over. 

Travel became a more important and ever present part of his 

life, both as an artist and as a vacationer. His concert tours took 

him all over Europe while his favorite resorts were in Algeria and 
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Egypt. They were the exotic source of the Suite Algerienne (1880), 

Africa (1891), and the Fifth Piano Concerto (1896), nicknamed "the 

Egyptian." In his travels and tours he visited Spain, Portugal, Italy, 

Greece, Uruguay, the Canary Islands and Scandinavia. More distant 

travels took him as far as Saigon, the capital of Cochin -China, 

Argentina and the United States. Indeed, most of his greatest triumphs 

were outside France, where his popularity would decline in future years. 

England and the United States would always regard him as the greatest 

living French composer, and his frequent visits to England were always 

sure of a welcome reception. 

In a Masters in Music article, written in 1905 some interesting 

observations are made about Saint -Saëns' travels and his personality: 

But this adept metropolitan is also an inveterate nomad. 
Not content with traveling all over Europe in his virtuoso 
tours, he has long had the habit of wintering in outlandish 
places like the Canary Islands. Often he leaves home without 
announcing to anyone his departure, or even giving friends his 
addresses; sometimes without knowing himself where he will go. 
The spectacle of distant lands and alien races has for him an 
inexhaustible fascination. In writing of his experiences in 
England, where he went in 1893 to receive the doctor's degree 
from Cambridge, he dwells with gusto on the procession of 
dignitaries, at the head of which, he says, "marched the King 
of Bahonagar, in a gold turban sparkling with fabulous gems, 
a necklace of diamonds at his throat." "Dare I avow," he 
adds, "that, as an enemy of the banalities and the dull tones 
of our modern garments, I was enchanted with the adventure ?" 
And in his charming little essay, "Une Traversee de Bretagne," 
the same enthusiasm throws about his oboe -playing ship -captain 
the glamor of romance. On his first trip to the Canaries, 
made incognito, he is said to have offered himself as a 

substitute to sing a tenor part in Lè Trouvere, and to have 
come near appearing in this incongruous role. When his grand 
opera Ascanio was produced at Paris he scandalized his 
friends and the public by being absent from the first per- 
formance. Diligent inquiry, and even the efforts of the 
diplomatic agents of the government, failed to discover his 
whereabouts, and it was actually rumored that he had died in 
Ceylon, on his way to Japan. But all the while he was 
happily basking in the sun at Palma, scribbling verses. 
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Finally, his fondness for astronomy is well known, and he is 
said to have a private observatory in some "ultimate island." 
There is much about this picturesque Frenchman that reminds 
one of the heroes of Jules Verne's romances.20 

It was while traveling at La Bourboule that Saint -Saëns 

unexpectedly vanished, leaving his wife without explanation. 

(Saint -Saëns never returned to his wife and later informed her of 

his intentions by telegram.) His unsuccessful marriage of a few years 

to Marie Truffot when she was nineteen and he was forty, had been one 

of difficulty due to his domineering mother and Saint -Saëns' busy 

schedule. To make matters worse, their two and one -half year old son 

died when he fell from their fourth story window and their infant son 

died six weeks later of an infantile malady. 

It is typical of Saint -Saëns that a letter written at 
the same time to a very close friend should consist for the 
most part of advice on arranging the performance of a work, 
and conclude, almost as an afterthought, with the remark: 
"You send me the expression of your deepest sympathy. I 

thank you. I have just lost two children in the space of a 

month and can assure you that my gaiety is notably 
restrained . "21 

By the mid- 1870's, Saint -Saëns' career as a traveling 

virtuoso had won him more international acclaim than perhaps any other 

French composer had managed to achieve in his lifetime. While enjoying 

his success, he nevertheless did not respond well to admirers when 

trying to relax before a concert or in the process of composition. 

"It is no wonder that under the strain of it all he sought refuge in 

20D. 
G. Mason, From Grieg to Brahms (New York, 1902); quoted 

in D. G. Mason, Editor, "Saint- Saëns," Masters In Music (October 1905), 
pp. 146 -147; Reprinted as Preface to: Saint -Saëns, "Six Etudes, Op. 152 
(Durand: 1919), pp. 2 -3. 

21Harding, 
p. 155. 
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brusque rejoinders and spasms of rage that gave him a reputation as 

much for irascibility as for his musicianship. "22 

As the years went by, he had only one emotion which he freely 

showed, that being a bad temper. Sir Thomas Beecham referred to him 

as "....a most irritable man," and in his later years when respectful 

young men would leap to their feet to offer him their comfortable seats 

they were met with a brisk "Foutez -moi le camp! ", while young composers 

who would send him their compositions would get them back with a 

furious note, "Do I send you my works to look at ? "23 

A more complimentary note on his capricious personality 

appeared in the magazine Master in Music in 1905: 

The surprising energy and versatility shown at the 
opening of Saint -Saëns' career have proved, in the course 
of time, to be the salient traits of his typically Gallic 
nature. He is, to a remarkable degree, the complete 
Frenchman. He has all the intellectual vivacity, all the 
nervous force, the quick wit and worldly polish, even the 
physical swarthiness and the dry keenness of visage, that 
we associate with his countrymen. M. Georges Servieres, 
in his La Musique Francaise Moderne, gives the following 
excellent description: "Saint -Saëns is of short stature. 
His head is extremely original, the features characteristic: 
a great brow, wide and open, where, between the eyebrows, 
the energy and the tenacity of the man reveal themselves; hair 
habitually cut short, and brownish beard turning gray; a nose 
like an eagle's beak, underlined by two deeply marked wrinkles 
starting from the nostrils; eyes a little prominent, very 
mobile, very expressive. The familiars of his Mondays, those 
who knew the artist before injured health and family sorrows 
had darkened his character, remember that there was about him 
then a keen animation, a diabolic mischievousness, a railing 
irony, and an agility in leaping in talk from one subject to 
another with a sprightliness of fancy that equaled the 
mobility of his features, which were animated at one and 
the same moment by the most contrary expressions; and I 

22Ibid, 
p. 139. 

23Ibid, 
p. xiii. 
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could cite as instances of his gay humor many funny anecdotes 
that he loved to tell, adjusting on his nose the while, with 
both hands, in a way peculiar to him, his eye -glasses, behind 
which his eyes sparkled with malice.24 

Another insight into his personality should be noted. While 

his sarcastic tongue made him many enemies, he was also capable of 

giving much to those in need. When he returned to France in 1915 

after a successful appearance at the San Francisco Exhibition, he 

immediately began traveling the country to appear at charity concerts 

and recitals for the wounded soldiers of World War I. 

His reputation as a heartless old curmudgeon was belied 
by the generosity of his donations to charity and the speed 
with which he answered calls for help from the families of 
musicians killed or incapacitated in the war. The sufferings 
of his acquaintances moved him to a quick sympathy which was 
translated into practical assistance, often without request.25 

Conclusion 

In Saint -Saëns we find a most unusual and consummate musician. 

His life span of eighty -six years was longer than most, but more 

unusual was his involvement in music throughout his life. In his 

eighty -three years of musical activity, he was able to attend the first 

performance of Bellini's Norma in his youth, and he lived well past 

the first performance of Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps. His 

personal friendship with Lizst, Berlioz, Rossini, Gounod, and Bizet 

in his early years would be contrasted by the world of Bartok and 

Schönberg in his later years. His involvement in music throughout 

this long period was total: as the famous pianist and organist, the 

24Mason, 
pp. 145-146 (1-2). 

25Harding, 
p. 218. 
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dean of composition in France, a conductor of orchestras (usually his 

own music), and of course in his outspoken writing and oratory on 

music, philosophy and the sciences. 

Few composers have ever been as successful in their lifetime 

as Saint -Saëns. His music was performed and his performances on piano 

and organ were also acclaimed. The publication of most of his works 

during his lifetime is an indication of the type of success he enjoyed 

as a composer. His monetary and musical success allowed him to travel 

the world both as a touring artist and as a vacationer in a time when 

to do so was no easy matter. 

Saint -Saëns' material success (which others resented) and his 

sarcastic tongue were the main things that dulled his success. His 

outspokenness and set opinions were a part of his personality that 

showed Saint -Saëns for what he was, a man of absolute independence of 

thought. He refused to be influenced by the fashionable ideas of the 

hour, and opposition acted upon him like a stimulant, driving him to 

defend an unpopular cause. His broad outlook on life prevented him 

from following extremes in any direction. Consequently, he was 

always the master of himself, to the extent that he could be a church 

organist for twenty -five years without accepting any religious 

convictions. 

Faure, who had been Saint -Saëns' oldest and dearest friend, 

wrote: 

Would it not be more correct....to describe him as the 
most complete musician we have ever had, with a completeness 
that we can only find paralleled among the great masters of 
former days? His unlimited knowledge, his marvelous technique, 
his clear and exquisite sensibility, his integrity, the variety 
and astonishing number of his works --do not all these justify 
his recognition for all time ?26 

26Ibid, 
p. xii. 



CHAPTER 3 

HIS MUSIC 

The music of Saint -Saëns shows the same independence of 

thought that prevailed throughout his life. Unlike many composers, he 

did not go through many distinct periods of development. The only 

discernible dividing lines in his works are those of his youth 

(1840 -1853), the middle years which start with his symphony (1853) 

and the Piano Quintet, Opus 14 (1855), and a lighter and more linear 

style in many of his later works that begin with the Second Violin 

Sonata (1896). His unwavering ideal can best be expressed by 

Saint- Saëns.... "Progress" he writes "does not mean amelioration, but 

progression, that is to say motion,....in moving, one always leaves 

something behind, while one gains other things in front of one, and 

it happens often enough that what one has lost was worth more than 

what one has gained. "27 Saint -Saens did not find it necessary to 

create new worlds of music if it meant losing the values of the past. 

Saint -Saëns was indeed absolutely unique in his ability to 

assimilate the past without becoming a part of it. His wide outlook 

on life led him away from extremes and kept him always on a straight 

and true course. The fact that he used so many forms from the past 

has caused the originality of his music to be questioned. 

27 Ibid, p. 136. 
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"One seems to be passing through scenery that one has 
seen formerly, and that one loves," writes M. Romain Rolland, 
who hastens to add, "not that one can ever note direct 
resemblances; nowhere perhaps are reminiscences rarer than 
with this master who carries in his memory all the ancient 
masters --but it is by the spirit itself that he resembles 
them! "28 

In fact, it was Saint -Saëns' complete understanding of the 

classics as well as his contemporaries, which gave him the ability 

to write in the scholarly forms of the past while also using the most 

modern devices of his time. "When Gounod paid him the doubtful 

compliment of saying that 'he could write at will a work in the style 

of Rossini, of Verdi, of Schumann, or of Wagner,' he intended to draw 

attention to this very versatility and took care to add that his 

knowledge of these masters was a guarantee against imitating any of 

them. "29 

Saint -Saëns' method of composing seems to resemble that of 

Mozart in that his music has frequent new ideas appearing in 

transitional sections and recapitulations. Saint -Saëns is not as 

concerned with the development of small motivic ideas to unify a 

composition. Instead, the form, harmony and rhythm unite a piece, 

while the use of melody has more freedom of expression. 

Lest one get the impression that Saint -Saëns was a mere 

imitator of the classics, it should be stated that much of his music 

and tastes were quite advanced for his time. He was an early advocate 

of Wagner and Schumann, while being open to any new ideas of substantial 

value. His work in establishing new French music in the repertoire is 

well documented. In his own music, Saint -Saëns' four symphonic poems 

28Ibid, 
p. 30. 

29Ibid, 
p. 28. 
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in the style begun by Lizst best illustrate his ability to write 

romantic music containing definite programs. "When Dance Macabre 

(Opus 40) was first premiered in 1875, it was greeted with such a 

barrage of whistles, shouts and boos from the auditorium, that the 

composer's aged mother fainted away.- Over one hundred years later 

it is hard to imagine Dance Macabre having this effect on an audience, 

who thought it was outrageously innovative, but such was the way of 

French audiences at that time. 

Many pieces that Saint -Saëns rebelled against are today an 

important part of our musical repertory. Operas by Richard Strauss 

filled him with horror, and during the first performance of Stravinsky's 

Le Sacre du Printemps, he "sat frozen in disbelief as the opening 

bassoon solo produced noise which he had thought impossible. But 

the 'sharp little man' as Stravinsky called him, remained bravely in 

his seat to the end. 
"31 

Saint -Saëns' philosophy as to the progress of music can best 

be summarized by several excerpts from his literary essays, and a 

quotation from his friend, Gounod. From his essay "The Ideas of 

M. Vincent d'Indy" written in 1919: 

The dissonance of yesterday, we are also told, will be 
the consonance of tomorrow; one can grow accustomed to 
anything. Still, there are such things in life as bad 
habits, and those who get accustomed to crime, come to an 
evil end.... 

30Ibid, 
p. 122. 

31Ibid, 
p. 214. 
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It is impossible for me to regard scorn of all rules 
as being equivalent to progress, by which word we generally 
mean improvement. The true meaning of the word-- progressus -- 
is a going forward, but the end or object is not stated. 
There is such a thing as the progress of a disease, and this 
is anything but improvement.32 

From a speech at Fontainebleau on June 26, 1921: 

We even note a desire to continue farther along the same 
path, but that is impossible; the extreme limit has been 
reached. To go beyond would mean a relapse into the 
cacophony from which we have emerged. 

Besides, there is no need for it. In the vast field of 
present -day music there is plenty of room for inventions 
which, though not mathematically, are practically endless. 
Innovations do not necessarily mean that we must have recourse 
to dissonance, though this still continues; we pile tonality 
upon tonality under the pretext that people can get accustomed 
to anything.33 

Above all, let the young avoid all straining after 
originality. Allow your personal contribution to music to 
express itself naturally. By eagerly desiring to be original, 
the result is very likely to be a blend of folly and 
bizarrerie.34 

Gounod once said of Saint -Saëns: 

Saint -Saëns possesses one of the most astonishing 
musical organizations that I know. He is a musician armed 
with every weapon. He possesses his art like no one else; 
he knows the masters by heart; he plays with and makes light 
of the orchestra as he plays with and makes light of the 
piano, which says everything. He is neither finicking, nor 
violent, nor emphatic. He has no system, he belongs to no 
party, to no clique; he does not pose as a reformer of any- 
thing; he writes as he feels and with what he knows.35 

32Camille 
Saint -Saëns, Outspoken Essays on Music, Authorized 

translation by Fred Rothwell (London: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1922), 
p. 8. 

33Ibid, 
p. 179. 

34Ibid, 
p. 177. 

35Harding, 
p. 42. 
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Saint -Saëns' Instrumental Music 

While Saint -Saëns wrote music in every musical genre of the 

nineteenth century, he will be best known for his instrumental music. 

His attempt at the theater was never greeted with the kind of success 

he longed for and only Samson and Delila remains in the repertoire 

from the twelve operas he offered for the theater. Saint -Saëns (and 

to some extent d'Indy and Gounod) is the only French composer to have 

made a significant offering to wind music in the nineteenth century and 

early twentieth century. Possibly his interest in the winds came as a 

result of attending the Paris Conservatory, which was one of the first 

schools to teach wind instruments and foster their performance. 

Saint -Saëns' instrumental works for winds in chronological 

order include: 

Title Age Written Opus 

Tarantelle for Flute, Clarinet and 22 1857 6 

Orchestra 

Orient et Occident for Military Band 34 1869 25 

Romance for Flute and Orchestra 36 1871 37 

Romance for Horn and Orchestra 39 1874 36 

Caprice sur des; airs danois et russes, 
for Flute, Oboe, Clarinet and Piano 

52 1187 79 

Sur les Bonds du Nil for Military Band 73 1908 125 

Odelette for Flute and Orchestra 85 1920 162 

Sonata for Oboe and Piano 86 1921 166 

Sonata for Clarinet and Piano 86 1921 167 

Sonata for Bassoon and Piano 86 1921 168 
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Other instrumental works include: 

17 Orchestral works 

8 Piano and orchestra works 

8 Violin and orchestra works 

2 Concertos for violincello and orchestra 

1 Piece for harp and orchestra 

1 Piece for organ and orchestra 

33 Chamber works 

The characteristics that are most prominent in Saint -Saëns' 

music are those of clarity and order, two essential French qualities. 

His musical language is generally conservative, with some of his 

melodies being supple and pliable, while others are formal and rigid. 

"The perspective of history shows him as a neo- classicist and as the 

embodiment of certain traditional French qualities --neat proportions, 

clarity, polished expression, elegant line and a not unattractive veil 

of disenchantment . 
"36 

The above characteristics create music that never tears 

unduly at one's heart or probes too far into the depths of grief. 

Instead, Saint -Saëns' music leaves the listener comfortable and at 

ease, while other composers of the same period were going out of their 

way to accentuate grief, irritate the nerves and leave the unfortunate 

listener more miserable than ever. "He thought rather too much about 

perfection of form and purity of style: he was more concerned with 

36James 
Harding, "Camille Saint -Saëns," The New Grove 

Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Sixth edition, edited by Stanley 
Sadie (London: MacMillan, 1980), vol. 16, p. 402. 
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pleasing people by writing elegant music than with the unrestrained 

expression of his own inspiration. "37 

The lack of emotion, whether in the form of grief or exhilaration 

is thought by many to be a serious defect in his music. Too often the 

graceful melody, arresting harmony, and ingenious rhythm needs more 

passion to transmit them to the listener. Saint -Saëns rebuts this 

idea in his essay on "The Ideas of Vincent D'Indy" when he states: 

It is perfectly clear that art in general, especially 
music, lends itself wonderfully well to expression, and that 
is all the amateur expects. It is quite different with the 
artist, however. The artist who does not feel thoroughly 
satisfied with elegant lines, harmonious colours, or a fine 
series of chords, does not understand art. 

When beautiful forms accompany powerful expressions, we 
are filled with admiration, and rightly so. In such a case, 
what is it that happens? Our cravings after art and emotion 
are alike satisfied. All the same, we cannot therefore say 
that we have reached the summit of art, for art is capable 
of existing apart from the slightest trace of emotion or of 
passion.38 

While in Saint -Saëns' opinion, art could stand quite well 

without emotion, emotion appears more prominantly in the Cello 

Concerto written at the time of his great- aunt's death and in the 

three woodwind sonatas that he wrote in his last year of life. 

Saint -Saëns, as every other composer, is indebted to certain 

composers who influenced him. Besides Bach, Mozart, Haydn, and 

Beethoven, whose music Saint -Saëns performed as a child and throughout 

his life, Berlioz, Lizst, and Gounod were most influential. Berlioz' 

Treatise on Instrumentation influenced a whole generation of 

composers. Saint -Saëns described the treatise as having "the inestimable 

37 Donald Brook, Five Great French Composers (Freeport, New 
York: Books for Libraries Press, 1965), p. 85. 

38 
Saint -Saëns, pp. 4 -5. 
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quality of inflaming the imagination, of making one love the art it 

taught. What it did not teach, it gave one the desire to learn, and 

one only knows thoroughly that which one has learnt oneself. "39 

Lizst, in his creation of the symphonic poem, opened a new 

vista in art that influenced many composers. Saint -Saëns was one of 

the first composers to try his hand at the style when he wrote his four 

symphonic poems. The melodies of Gounod influenced him in a special 

way, asserting themselves occasionally in the contour of his own 

melodies and through the employment of harmonies. His travels, as 

discussed earlier, were also an important influence on his music. 

On the subject of influence, Saint -Saëns wrote in "Harmonie 

et Melodie": 

Answering to the accusation that he is denying Wagner 
after having profited by him: "Not only do I not deny him, 
but I glory in having studied him and profited by him, as it 
was my right and my duty. I have done the same as regards 
Sebastian Bach, Haydn, Beethoven, Mozart, and all the masters 
of all the schools. I do not on that account consider myself 
obliged to say of each one of them that he alone is god and 
that I am his prophet. In reality, it is neither Bach, nor 
Beethoven, nor Wagner whom I love; it is art. I am an 
eclectic. This is perhaps a great defect, but it is impos- 
sible for me to correct it: one cannot alter one's nature." 

Saint- Saëns' dedication to traditional music and the 

influential masters of the past did not hinder his independence of 

thought that prevailed throughout his life. It is through Saint -Saëns 

the writer that we know many of his opinions on composition, especially 

those on melody, harmony and rhythm. His ideas were discussed at 

length in his essays "Harmony and Melody" written in 1885, and "The 

Ideas of M. Vincent D'Indy" written in 1919. 

39 
Harding, Saint -Saëns and His Circle, p. 40. 

40Ibid, 
p. 127. 
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In the first essay, Saint -Saëns addresses the idea that he 

was deficient in melody, an idea that was prevalent in the early part 

of his career. Saint -Saëns' reply is: "There are melodic ideas, and 

rhythmic ideas, and harmonic ideas. It is not only melody that 

constitutes ideas. "41 The statement was designed to expose the ignorant 

and futile ideas of those people who consider that melody is spontaneously 

conceived and is the art of genius, whereas harmony is the product of 

calculation and science. 

Melodic ideas were so easy for Saint -Saëns to acquire that 

his ease of composition often became one of his faults. Frequently 

he would not adequately develop an idea because there were so many 

more ideas waiting to be expressed. For this reason there is a great 

deal of new music present instead of development of old ideas. 

Saint -Saens was also gifted at changing melodies when they reappear so 

that they have an originality which holds the listeners' attention. 

Saint -Saëns' harmonies were never advanced for his time, and 

he openly avoided becoming accustomed to the new sounds that were 

prevelant late in his life. His harmonic style is eminently lucid and 

avoids vague and ambiguous harmonic motion. He was an ingenious 

inventor of novel harmonic effects, but novelty is always new form, not 

a new way to avoid form. His modulations are always well prepared and 

are often by a third or a half -step. 

The subject of rhythm is discussed in "The Ideas of M. Vincent 

D'Indy" and reveals several important characteristics. Of the three 

essential parts of composition D'Indy very judiciously places rhythm 

41Saint-Saëns, 
p. 150. 
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in the first position, which pleased Saint -Saëns. His comments were 

as follows: 

When we hear successive sounds of equal duration like 
those of the metronome, one of the two has more intensity 
than the other; we can at will, M. D'Indy tells us, attribute 
to the more intense sound the odd numbers: 

or the even numbers: 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8. 

The possibility we have of choosing by a mere effort 
of will one or the other of these inequalities, clearly 
proves that rhythm proceeds not from the sounds themselves 
but from a necessity of our own mind.... 

This is not the case; we are not able to choose. We 
may do so by a momentary effort, but that is unnatural; and 
if the rhythm is prolonged, nature resumes her rights and 

42 
the more intense sound is seen to belong to the odd numbers. 

Saint -Saëns goes on to comment that, "D'Indy claims the first 

beat of the bar is more frequently than not a rhythmically feeble beat. 

I have not noticed this, but rather the contrary I imagine."43 

In his own music we find this rhythmic stability, especially 

in his scherzos and fast movements. It is also unusual to find 

Saint -Saëns' music in anything but the most common meters. Nature's 

natural rhythms had a strong hold on Saint -Saëns, one that was not 

broken but a few times in his life. 

A summary of Saint -Saëns' music written in 1893 and found in 

the Masters of Music series characterizes Saint -Saëns music as 

follows: 

42Ibid, 
p. 10. 

43Ibid, 
p. 12. 
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Clearness of form is, on the whole, so much rarer in 
modern music than wealth of meaning, that the art in our day 
has peculiar need of such workers....However dry he may some- 
times be, he is never turgid; however superficial his thought, 
it is never vague; he offers us his artistic sweets never in 
the form of syrup --he refines and crystallizes them. If, then, 
we of a race emotionally profounder and mentally more diffuse 
find his music sometimes empty for all its skill, we must not 
for that reason underrate the service he does for music by 
insisting on articulateness in feeling, logic in development, 
and punctilious finesse in workmanship.44 

44D. 
G. Mason, Editor, "Saint -Saëns," (A Critical Summary), 

Masters In Music (October 1905), p. 155; Reprinted as Preface to: 
"Six Etudes, Op. 152" (Durand: 1919), p. 11. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE WOODWIND SONATAS 

In Saint -Saëns' eighty -sixth year, he started a series of 

compositions that were designed to fill a void in the repertoire of 

the woodwind family. In the nineteenth century there had been little 

interest in sonatas for a woodwind instrument and piano. Since 

Saint -Saëns had already written three works for flute and orchestra, 

his series would include the Oboe Sonata, Opus 166; the Clarinet 

Sonata, Opus 167; and the Bassoon Sonata, Opus 168. His intention 

was to add a Sonata for English Horn, but he died before it could be 

realized. It is interesting to note the logic with which Saint -Saëns 

approached the writing of the sonatas, in that he wrote the three 

sonatas in score order. 

The sonatas, while written to fill a need in the repertoire, 

were dedicated to three Paris musicians. It is not mentioned in the 

available information whether the sonatas were written originally 

for these three musicians or whether they received the dedication 

after the sonatas were finished. The oboe sonata was dedicated to 

a Monsieur Louis Bas, the first oboist in the Société des Concerts 

du Conservatoire et de l'Opera. The bassoon sonata was dedicated 

to Monsieur Leon Letellier, the first bassoonist in de l'Opera et de 

la Société des Concerts. The clarinet sonata was dedicated to 

Monsieur Auguste Perier, Professor at the Conservatoire de Musique 

29 
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de Paris. The sonatas were copywritten by Durand & C1e in 1921, the 

same year they were written. Information as to the première performance 

is not readily available. 

The three sonatas proved to be the end of a long productive 

life as a composer and in them we find more emotion than is customary 

for Saint -Saëns. James Harding writes: 

These three pieces, the last he wrote, contained the 
resourceful exploitation of each instrument's qualities, 
which one expects from Saint -Saëns; but one is hardly 
prepared to meet with passages (especially in the sonata 
for clarinet) which are written with more feeling than 
practically anything else in the rest of his work. The 
characteristic lucidity and smoothness are there, of 
course, but so too is a deeper, intimate emotion that he 
had rarely allowed to intrude upon his music before.45 

It is the emotional quality combined with Saint -Saëns' 

formidable skill as a composer that makes all three sonatas a valuable 

part of the woodwind repertoire. As the years pass, the fact that they 

were not innovative at the time they were written becomes less important 

and their musical value becomes more clear. 

The first item that sets the sonatas apart from most other 

sonatas in the woodwind repertoire is that they are solo sonatas with 

piano accompaniment, which Saint -Saëns is careful to note in the title 

of each work. The piano's role in each sonata is lighter and more 

linear than in previous works, and is almost harp -like much of the 

time. The piano part seldom has an important melodic line, but serves 

well in its role by providing a strong harmonic and rhythmic accompani- 

ment. There are only a few measures in each movement where the piano 

plays a solo role. This contrasts with many of the sonatas in the 

woodwind repertoire which are conceived as duo sonatas. The two Brahms 

45 
Harding, Saint -Saëns and His Circle, p. 223. 
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sonatas for clarinet and piano are excellent examples of this type of 

writing, and are joined later by the duo sonatas of Hindemith and 

Poulenc, among others. The role of the woodwind in Saint -Saëns' sonatas 

is delegated almost exclusively to the playing of melodies, which are 

idiomatically suited for each instrument and are therefore uniquely 

different. This is one factor that sets the sonatas apart from the 

sonatas by Hindemith and Poulenc, which have a sameness of sound as 

well as a sharing of motivic ideas in the case of Poulenc's sonatas. 

The unique idiomatic melodies of each sonata, and Saint -Saëns' 

ability to explore each instrument's limits are two important features 

of the sonatas. Each sonata uses the entire range of the instrument, 

demands a great amount of flexibility, technique and dynamic range, 

while still being well- suited to the instrument. Saint -Saëns' skills 

as an orchestrator were well founded and the problems of writing 

suitable music for a given instrument were, for him, a natural function 

of composition. 

The range of each instrument is extended to its outermost 

limits, but in a fashion that never leaves the audience feeling that 

the instrument has been asked to do something that is unwise or 

impractical. The technical problems of each sonata are formidable 

and will be discussed individually. 

Continuous playing is another characteristic of the sonatas, 

but not to the extent that there are no breaks in the music. The solo 

instrument is responsible for keeping the sonatas moving musically 

through each movement. The emotion in the sonatas is largely the 

responsibility of the soloist, but to achieve a maximum level of 
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feeling, the melody must be well coordinated and affected by the harmonic 

and rhythmical parts found in the piano score. 

Another simularity the sonatas share is the statement of the 

first theme at the very beginning of the first movements. The initial 

statements are light and unimposing ideas that are developed into the 

first themes of each sonata. Also, each sonata has a scherzo movement, 

but in each case the movement is placed at a different point in the 

sonata. The use of common meters is also prevalent in each sonata, 

with the exception of the second movement of the Oboe Sonata. 

Saint -Saëns' style of composition allows the sonatas to be 

played in part without being musically deficient. Many movements stand 

on their own and can be performed as such, while others can be performed 

in pairs; such as the first two movements of the Clarinet Sonata, the 

last two movements of the Oboe Sonata, and the first two movements of 

the Bassoon Sonata. Each movement of the sonatas is in complete 

contrast to other movements, while the style of each movement is one 

affection. ABA form is used in many of the movements, and the B section 

acts as a contrast or development, but never in an obtrusive manner. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE OBOE SONATA 

The Saint -Saëns' Oboe Sonata was a welcome addition to the 

repertoire of the oboe. The oboe as a solo instrument had received 

much favor among Baroque composers, but for more than a hundred years 

few works had been written for solo oboe and piano. During this time 

the oboe had established itself as the leader of the woodwind section 

in the orchestra, where material for oboe was brought to new heights. 

In helping to fill the solo composition void, Saint -Saëns utilized much 

of the technical advancements developed during the nineteenth century, 

while preserving the idiomatic character of the oboe. Most of the 

oboe's technical advances had been completed by 1910, and the instru- 

ment Saint -Saëns wrote for was essentially the same as the instrument 

we use today. The earlier rules of instrumental writing presented by 

Berlioz in his Treatise on Modern Instrumentation and Orchestration, 

which Saint -Saëns knew so well, were no longer valid since the modern 

oboes were much more advanced than the older instruments. The range 

of this sonata covers the entire instrument, from low b to high g. 

The completed key work of the modern oboe also allowed Saint -Saëns 

to write in keys that would have been highly impractical early in his 

life. 

The main feature of the sonata, especially in the first two 

movements, is the use of graceful melodies, to which the oboe is 

33 
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especially well suited. The oboe's abilities in the orchestra won it 

beautiful solos in most nineteenth century orchestra and chamber music, 

so one would expect Saint -Saëns to use the oboe to this end in his 

sonata. 

I. Andantino 

The first movement is simple A -B -A form. The second section 

is marked poco allegro while the A sections are marked andantino. The 

andantino tempo marking brings up the first problem of interpretation, 

since its meaning has been a matter of divergent opinion since the time 

of Beethoven. The Harvard Dictionary of Music states: "most modern 

musicians apparently use the term as indicating quicker tempo than 

andante. "46 The faster than andante tempo better coincides with the 

poco allegro middle section, while the faster tempo also fits the 

harmonic rhythm of the opening bars. If taken slower than andante, it 

loses its forward motion and ability to hold the listener's attention. 

The tempo of the poco allegro must be determined by the tempo of the 

A section and the stringendo four measures before. The B section has 

a great deal of forward motion with almost the feel of a constant 

accelerando, created by the rising oboe line and the piano accompani- 

ment. This continues until the climactic section (measures 53 -58) 

after which the movement relaxes and returns to the first theme. 

46Willi 
Apel, "Andantino," Harvard Dictionary of Music 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1970), p. 37. 
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Figure 1. Oboe Sonata, first movement, B section, 
measures 43 -67. 

35 



36 

The most difficult musical problem in the first movement is 

making a successful transition back to the A section. If the poco a poco 

ritenuto e diminuendo in measure 63 is started too soon and completed 

too fast, there will be large gaps in the music. First of all, the 

long transition would indicate a large change in tempo, thus giving 

further clues to the tempo of the poco allegro. Second, if the 

ritenuto is started several measures after the diminuendo, the gaps can 

be avoided while still retaining the early transitional effect needed in 

this section. 

Harmonic relationships of this movement are also worthy of 

note since it is the half -step modulations that are common in Saint -Saëns' 

music. The A sections are in the key of D major while the B section is 

in the key of E flat. 

A feature that stands out in this movement is the difference 

in the piano part, which possesses the only use of sustained imitation 

to be found in the sonatas. 
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F:?gure 2. Oboe Sonata, first movement, measures 6 -18. 
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The more linear piano part differs from the facile piano 

writing that is present most of the time in the sonatas. As is always 

true in Saint -Saëns' music, the recapitulation has an entirely different 

piano accompaniment. 

II. Second Movement 

The second movement is most unusual for Saint -Saëns since it 

has unbarred music marked ad libitum. Saint -Saëns rarely wrote music 

that was not in the most standard meters; and to have no meter at all 

is extremely rare. The ad libitum section also appears at the end in 

a shortened version. 
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Figure 3. Oboe Sonata, second movement ad libitum 
section, measures 1 -6. 

This section, while marked ad libitum, is actually quite 

structured, and certain things that might not be obvious should be 

observed, mainly in the placement of the piano chords. As can be seen 

in the example, the piano plays the chords in measures 2 and 3 

after a rest in the oboe part. In measures 4 and 5, there is no 

rest, and in the last measure there is no fermata in the oboe part. 

With these thoughts in mind, it makes an effective interpretation for 

the piano's entrance to be a bit sooner each time until it is playing 

in rhythm in measure 6. This will affect how the oboe part is played, 
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and require a gradual shortening of the fermata to match the space 

in the piano part. 

An effective phrasing for the ad libitum sections can be 

borrowed from the first movement of the clarinet sonata, which is also 

arch form. In this movement, the main crescendos are indicated to the 

top of the phrase in the first A sections, and to the bottom of the 

phrase in the repeated A section. This gives forward motion to the 

beginning of the movement, and a more restful, closing feel for the 

conclusion. This same phrasing is one possible way to play the ad 

libitum sections: all rising lines played crescendo, and descending 

lines played decrescendo in the first ad libitum section, and the 

reverse phrasing in the closing section. 

This movement contains the most idiomatic writing for the oboe 

since it does not use the awkward extreme registers, but instead 

explores the plaintive, expressive powers of the instrument. The 

movement, although certainly not descriptive of anything, sets the 

imagination free partly due to the siciliano rhythm. The pastoral 

images that might come to mind could be of rolling hills and a beautiful 

countryside. This is certainly not an important part of the music, but 

one that is worthy of consideration, since it opens the mind to musical 

ideas that can be used effectively. 

The middle section has several interesting features. First, 

the 
8 
meter provides a gentle rocking motion for the main theme that 

uses the siciliano rhythm. It is the style of the siciliano that sets 

the tempo of the movement and also gives the most problems in per- 

formance. The correct siciliano tempo can only be felt after the 
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rhythm has been secured (the problems will be in playing the sixteenth 

long enough and the following eighth note twice as long as the sixteenth). 

The tempo of this movement should not be played too slow since it is 

marked allegretto, but at no time should it feel rushed. The correct 

style will produce the right tempo, whereas the correct tempo will not 

guarantee correct style. 

The form of the movement is an almost perfect arch form with 

an interesting use of themes in the middle section, which is labeled B. 

Form 

A B C B A 

ad libitum A B C C D ABABCABACD ad libitum 

Motives 

B 

C 

D 

1 

. . .....""' 

e, L.i.r ' 

Figure 4. Oboe Sonata, second movement form and 
motives. 



41 

The themes would best be called ideas, and in the second half 

they are used (in different combinations) to provide a very tight 

continuity with a unique variety, as shown in the example. 

First B section 

- - - ._.. _;_ ; ___;_._ _, _ ,111= -AMMON,ss t71.- MI II/M1 . OM,-OM .10111.NIXININS UNIIIIMMID MI -.41=1NJ IIIMON MI MIN a t111111 -.111=11JIM MNINIM,MIND OMMININ =MIME OM L-- 
1 ! rti --- ! ! -- - .w I 

Second B section 

Figure S. Oboe Sonata, second movement, themes from 
B sections. 

Saint -Saëns' use of tonality, as seen in the above example, 

gives the section variety. The first theme is in B flat major with 

the melody starting on D. The shortened A melody used in the second 

half (measure 38) also starts on D, but the tonality has changed to 

G major. This gives the theme a new sound not unlike going from minor 

to major. 

The last feature to be discussed is one of interpretation. 

The ad libitum is obviously open to a variety of acceptable inter- 

pretation, as it should be, but the possiblities in the more structured 

middle section are even more open to a variety of effective performances. 

The question at hand is how romantically or how simply should the section 

be played? The expressive melodies lend themselves to rubato playing, 

but at the same time there is a simplistic beauty in the movement when 

played in a plaintive, straightforward style. There are, of course, 
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hundreds of interpretations than can fall in between the two extremes; 

and it is the task of the performer to choose the best style that fits 

his personal style of playing while doing justice to what he feels is 

the composer's intent (based on Saint -Saëns performance practices, that 

style would have been very straightforward). My personal preference 

is to keep the style simple and use musical nuances sparingly. 

III. Molto Allegro 

The last movement is the most demanding on both instrumentalists. 

The demands on the oboist are formidable in both technique and extreme 

range. The technical problems are found in the many sixteenth note 

passages throughout the movement. Some passages lie well on the oboe 

while others require a great deal of practice to play smoothly. All of 

the passages are difficult to play with the absolute evenness that is 

needed to make the movement a success. The required technique is 

similar to the facility needed to play Mozart, in that it is very light 

music, and there is no place to hide faulty rhythm or technique. 

The movement is often played slower than the tempo would 

indicate because of the technical difficulties. With a faster tempo 

(mm. 144), a light style, and enough technique, the movement will 

have the virtuoso style that is needed to make the movement effective. 

The clarinet sonata, last movement, is the same molto allegro 

tempo, but is usually played much faster than the oboe sonata. It 

would be beneficial for the oboist to listen to performances of the 

clarinet sonata to get further ideas on style and tempo, since they are 

so similar in construction and style. 
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The form of this movement is particularly interesting, since 

it is hard to label in a specific category. The movement has two ideas 

that are used throughout, the octave and the triplet figure. Unison 

octaves in the piano open the movement, while the oboe opens with the 

triplet pattern. The two ideas are combined later in the movement as 

shown in measure 69. 

Measures 1 -2 
Molto allegro 

Molto allegro 

Measures 98 -99 

A 

Measures 69 -70 

Measures 160 -168 

v 

..11MI.. IIW III MINN . , eia. 
...t. 

V 

Figure 6. Oboe Sonata, third movement, octave and 
triplet motives. 

In bars 98 -99, the idea is repeated and continues for twelve 

more measures. At the end, the piano octaves again sound in measures 

161 -163. The use of the octaves in measures 163 -165 is an inversion 

of the octaves the oboe plays in measures 9 -10. 



44 

The movement contains only one long thematic idea (measures 

26 -41), which returns in augmented form in measures 114 -148. 

4, 

t 

Figure 7. Oboe Sonata, third movement, second theme, 
measures 26 -38. 

The continuity of the movement is provided by the repeated 

second theme, as well as the repeated opening motives and the constant 

return to the key of D major and d minor. These features help offset 

the large amount of new music that appears in this movement. Further 

continuity for the new ideas is provided by common stylistic elements 

present in the long patterns of sixteenth notes. The new music combines 

to make a movement that is very easy to listen to, as it flows capriciously 

along in its carefree style. It is this feature that makes the movement 

so attractive, and it is to this end that one must work. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE CLARINET SONATA 

The clarinet sonata is probably the most romantic of the three 

sonatas, with the first and last movements exhibiting the most romantic 

characteristics. This sonata is the longest, lasting about eighteen 

minutes, where the others are twelve minutes in length. The sonata 

contains four movements, and has the most contrast between movements 

found in any of the sonatas. 

The romantic qualities of the sonata appear in a more emotional 

style of writing, more dramatic than in the other sonatas. Saint -Saëns' 

use of emotion, particularly in the first movement, can be linked to 

the tonal abilities of the clarinet. The clarinet tone depicts a sort 

of cool purity of sound that, when combined with its wide flexibilities 

of range, dynamics, and intensities, gives the composer a great deal to 

work with. The clarinet is also much easier to play technically than 

the oboe and bassoon, and is well known for its ability to execute 

scales and arpeggios in a brilliant manner. 

The only romantic characteristic lacking in many clarinetists' 

playing is the use of vibrato. The clarinet tone without vibrato has 

the purity of sound mentioned above, and in many cases it is this sound 

that composers found attractive and wished to utilize. This does not 

mean that vibrato should never be used, any more than to say vibrato 

45 
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should always be used on the oboe and bassoon. The warmth that a natural 

vibrato adds is very helpful for a successful performance of this sonata. 

The vibrato should be used sparingly and should be a natural part of the 

tone, so much so that it is not a substantial feature of sound. It 

should be emphasized that a bad vibrato will not enhance the music any 

more than a perfectly straight tone for the duration of the sonata. 

I. Allegretto 

The first movement of the clarinet sonata has many features 

which add to its romantic style. The movement is a triple arch form 

(A -B -A), as shown in Figure 8. 

A B A 

1 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80 84 

Measure numbers 

Figure 8. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, triple 
arch form. 

In each section there are many small arch phrases that are 

joined together to form larger arches. The larger arch phrases in turn 

create the arch form, as shown in the example below. 

1 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 
Measure numbers 

Figure 9. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, A section, 
small arch phrases. 

The phrasing of the B section has similar characteristics with 

two climactic sections near the end of the section (measures 43 and 53). 
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The phrasing and shape in this movement is determined by the 

tonality. The best example of this is found in the repeat of the 

A section. This section is exactly like the opening A section except 

that it is in the "wrong" key. The piano starts the section down a 

half -step to the key of D major, and stays in this key for two measures 

(measures 55 -56) while the clarinet part starts a whole step higher. 
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Figure 10. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, 
measures 55 -67. 
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The two measures can be held back during the transition. When 

the B flat seven chord is reached in measure 57 (B flat is the dominant 

of the movement's tonality), it is allowed to move ahead. An interesting 

added feature is that the clarinet is still a step higher and doesn't 

return to the original melody for another seven measures. Saint- Saëns' 

clever use of harmony takes a very standard form and changes it into a 

highly original movement. The important use of harmony makes the 

accompanying piano part an equal partner in the sonata even though its 

melodic opportunities are few. 

Two other important instances occur where the melodic line is 

influenced by the harmonic idea. The first is in measures 46 -49. 
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Figure 11. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, 
measures 45 -50. 

Holding back in measures 46 and 47 helps the listener digest 

the rapid changes in harmony that have preceded these measures and 
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and allows the music to begin moving towards a second climax in 

measure 52. The other example is found in measures 37 and 38. 

. WsMWs 
. wow .._._ - _ ... __, .. ..... _ ...__. _. 

! 

. ff N'/ NNINI /r . IT = ! ..J Y r m_ 

Figure 12. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, measures 
34 -40. 

In this instance, only the last two notes in the clarinet line 

are held back in an effort to establish the new section and tonality. 

In the above cases the ritenuto should be slight and not thought of as 

a ritard, but more as a relaxation that is needed to digest the harmonic 

and melodic ideas. 

The rapid changes in harmony that are apparent in the middle 

section are used by Saint -Saëns to move the music forward. The first 

section is very beautiful and restful, so the need to move forward is 

a necessary part of this section. The forward motion is felt in a 

slight tempo increase and unstable harmony. The pianist must be aware 

of the change in harmonic style and make clear chord changes in this 
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section. The use of harmony to help build tension towards a climax can 

be felt in the first movement of each sonata. 

The playing of this movement is dependent on musical phrasing, 

and the phrases are very dependent on the harmony. The movement can be 

extremely effective if the little phrases are observed without becoming 

too obvious and independent of the large phrase. The large phrases in 

turn must flow together to create the longer A section. Since there are 

many effective ways to play these sections, it is necessary for the 

performer to experiment to find effective phrasing for each section and 

the movement as a whole. 

In the search for effective phrasing, there is one important 

feature to be discussed concerning the arch phrase. The phrasing of 

the second A section, as well as its use in the recapitulation of the 

fourth movement, will be quite different. The first A section is going 

towards the B section, while the second A section is moving away. This 

will make a substantial difference in how the section is phrased. The 

first section has its climax at the top of the phrase while the last 

section has its climax at the bottom, as indicated in the example. 

(It should be noted that there is a misprint in many editions that show 

the first A section climax at the bottom of the phrase.) 

First A section, measures 14 -16 

Second A section, measures 67 -69 

Figure 13. Clarinet Sonata, first movement, climactic 
A section, measures 14 -16 and 67 -69. 



51 

The phrasing as marked in the music will create the different 

mood needed in this section. Subtle phrases that are not marked are 

also affected by the different direction in the music, and suitable 

phrasing that enhances the mood created by the composer must be found. 

II. Allegro animato 

The second movement is an attractive dance style with 

which Saint -Saëns found much success. The movement can stand very well 

by itself or can be combined with the first movement. The straight- 

forward writing is A -B -A -B in form. The A section repeats with the 

customary change in accompaniment that is so common with Saint -Saëns, 

while the repeated B section is much shorter and acts as a coda for the 

short movement. 

The movement is harder to play than one first believes, as there 

are many cross fingerings to learn. Two particularly difficult fingering 

problems that might not be obvious to an advanced player are found in 

measures 52 -53 and 59 -61. 

JEOMMI 
7111MM 

R 22 

4a hot _,. .-,__- _- . . -/-------=.._ .... .._ .,_ _ .-- r111,11 IMMI / -- 11=11...M.M IMINUMM'. ' j 
Figure 14. Clarinet Sonata, second movement, 

measures 52 -53 and 59 -61. 

The second A sharp played 1/2 breaks up the pattern and the 

problem of moving the side A sharp key on and off three times in quick 

succession. The 1/2 fingering is used to relieve the first finger and 

because it has a half -step feel from playing F sharp to G, which 

correlates with the half -step feel from A sharp to B. 
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The other fingering problem involves switching fingers during 

a note instead of sliding. This is best accomplished if done in rhythm 

as indicated in the example. 

A unique feature in this movement is found in the beginning of 

the B section where Saint -Saëns uses the clarinet's "overblown twelfth" 

as a thematic idea. ., 7O - 
111.11M111M =11.11 .../MIMIIOM MI, ..IIII. a - 11111 IIIIMI 

MIMI .1111M. IMMb 

.11.. 'h. _ INIMIN - -"MOM=- 
IIIIMMa wmIllir V MN= 1 IN -IIMIM 

Figure 15. Clarinet Sonata, second movement, measures 
31 -38 ( "overblown twelfth" thematic idea). 

This section can be played without rubato, or a slightly slower 

tempo (just on the twelfth motive) can give the thematic idea special 

emphasis, which is quite effective. 

The only major musical problem in the movement is the phrasing 

over the bar line. The entire movement has small phrases that start 

on beat two. It is an easy problem to deal with if one remembers that 

Saint -Saëns was particularly conscious of rhythm, and felt that beat 

one should be stronger than beat two, which would indicate phrasing 

as follows. 
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Allegro animato 

_.,_,., AIMMINF __---71M111 
AIM 7i, --- a .- - : - 7 -_,_ .i O1 . -- 

Figure 16. Clarinet Sonata, second movement, phrasing 
problems, measures 1 -14. 

Correct phrasing will give the movement pulse and lift that is 

indicated by the allegro animato heading. Special care should be taken 

not to accent the ends of phrases that end on beat two, which is 

difficult since they are usually in the high register. The movement is 

one of Saint -Saëns' best, only to be equaled by the scherzo in the 

bassoon sonata. 

III. Lento 

The third movement is by far the most unusual to be found in 

the three sonatas. It is not capable of standing on its own, as is 

the case with the first two movements. The movement has a slow dirge 

quality about it, and seems to be reminiscent of Saint -Saëns' days as 

an organist. The melody is played first in the clarinet's low register, 

and after a harp -like interlude, is repeated two octaves higher. 

Melody in the low register 
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Melody in the high register 
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Figure 17. Clarinet Sonata, third movement theme, 
measures 2 -10 and 34 -42. 

Saint -Saëns seldom writes a theme that can be raised an octave, 

much less two, since his themes usually cover wide intervallic ranges. 

By writing the melody in a restricted range, Saint -Saëns was able to 

utilize the tremendous difference in quality between the two ranges, 

thus sounding somewhat like two contrasting organ stops (possibly 

reminiscent of his days as an organist). To further accentuate this 

quality, the low section is marked forte, while the high section is 

marked pianissimo sempre. 

The effectiveness and value of this movement has at times been 

questioned. In many performances the movement detracts from the overall 

effect of the sonata. This should not be, if care is taken in several 

areas. The first problem is the organ -like style and opposite use of 

dynamics, which some performers have taken to mean a mono -dynamic 

phrase. The lines need phrasing and direction to be effective, even 

if they are somewhat subtle. 

Another factor to consider is that of tempo. When taken in 

context with the rest of the sonata, the movement seems to function as 

a restful interlude between the two fast movements. It is marked segue 

at the end so it must also function as a transition into the last 

movement. The lento tempo marking, the sustained style, and the 
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movement's position in the sonata all indicate a restful movement with 

very little forward motion. The object of the performer should be to 

go as slow as possible while still providing enough musical direction 

to keep the listener interested. It must be noted that this tempo will 

vary a great deal between performers, since all clarinetists are not 

equipped with the same tonal resources. A slow tempo will do a serious 

injustice to the movement if the performer doesn't have the resources 

to sustain the phrase. A moderate tempo might be as effective if it is 

not rushed and brings about the needed contrast between movements. 

The movement also contains a very difficult technical problem 

for which a solution must be found. When the melody is played in the 

high register, it crosses the break several times, creating unwanted 

changes in tone quality. To solve this problem, the break can be 

eliminated by using fingerings that continue up the same partials. 
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Figure 18. Clarinet Sonata, third movement, fingering 
problems, measures 48 -57. 

The fingerings will not only solve musical problems, but 

emotional problems as well, since the clarinetist should feel more 

secure while playing this difficult section. It must be added that the 
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suggested fingerings might not work well on all clarinets, mouth- 

pieces and reed combinations. 

IV. Molto Allegro 

The last movement has many common elements with the last 

movement of the oboe sonata. Both have the same tempo marking, a light 

style, technical difficulties, much new material throughout the movement, 

and unstable tonality. The most original feature is the recapitulation 

of the first movement's first A section at the end of the last movement. 

This necessitates the use of common thematic material to tie the move- 

ments together. A clear motivic connection is not found in the other 

movements of the other sonatas since Saint -Saëns characteristically 

uses new material with only subtle relationships. One example is the 

first climactic section in measures 54 -63 which uses the opening motive 

from the first movement. 

appassiomato V 

Figure 19. Clarinet Sonata, fourth movement, motives 
from first movement, measures 54 -63. 

The same motive is found again in a different form close to the 

end of the movement (measures 110 -115). 
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arise. poco a poco 
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Figure 20. Clarinet Sonata, fourth movement, motives 
from first movement, measures 107 -118. 

Another idea from the first movement comes from the end of 

the first theme in measure 21. It is used as a restful transition 

section in the last movement in measures 28 -38 and measures 72 -80. 

ì___ 
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!:ii-îr IT f rr -- 
atr 

Figure 21. Clarinet Sonata, fourth movement, motives 
from first movement, measures 28 -38. 

1 

Knowledge of the material's source has no particular signifi- 

cance in determining how these sections will be phrased, and will 

not even be detected by most listeners and performers. It is, 

however, important to know why the A section of the first movement 

seems to be such a correct ending to the last movement as well as the 

entire sonata. 

A different stylistic element is also found in this movement. 

The opening tremelo in the piano and the fast scale and chordal 

passages in the clarinet have a German quality that is not unlike 



58 

von Weber. The quality is not apparent throughout the movement, but 

does appear in other sections and in the recapitulation of the initial 

idea before the end. 

CLARINETTE 

PIANO 

Molto allegro 

Molto allegro 

y 

Figure 22. Clarinet Sonata, fourth movement, opening 
theme, measures 1 -13. 

The main performance problems in the movement are technical. 

Many musical problems will be related to technical difficulties until 

the patterns are well learned. Phrasing for the most part is very 

obvious. Tempo, on the other hand, will most likely be related to 

technique. Like the oboe sonata, the molto allegro tempo should be 

felt in four or a "floating two." The two styles give variety to 
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the movement and make the lyric section smoother and easier to phrase. 

Care must be taken in switching styles that the tempo does not change. 

It should also be noted that in most performances of the clarinet 

sonata, the last movement is taken at a faster tempo than that of the 

oboe sonata. I do not believe Saint -Saëns had different tempos in 

mind when he wrote the sonatas, but that the differences have been 

primarily caused by technical limitations of the oboists. 

The two movements have much the same style when taken the 

same tempo, and also share similarities in form. They both have a 

great deal of new material, but the clarinet sonata restates most of 

the ideas sometime during the movement. The following example shows 

the use of ideas and their repetition. 

AA'BC (DDD1D1) BEFC (DDD1D1) G HA /First Movement, A Section 

Figure 23. Clarinet Sonata, fourth movement, form. 

It does not lend itself to any particular form, but is quite 

logical when heard. New ideas always seem to be a natural result of 

Saint -Saëns' creative process, and the flow of music is never 

interrupted by them. 



CHAPTER 7 

THE BASSOON SONATA 

The Bassoon Sonata holds the distinction of being Saint -Saëns' 

last instrumental work. The sonata is one of the finest and most 

difficult in the bassoon repertoire, and is very popular with 

bassoonists and audiences alike. The bassoon has several natural 

attributes which Saint -Saëns admirably explored in the sonata. The 

first is its beautiful tenor quality tone that is capable of expressive 

vocal melodies, combined with the instrument's large range and ability 

to leap large intervals with ease. 

To give an adequate performance of this sonata, the performer 

must be ready to play lyric lines and light stacatto, full sounds and 

light sounds, as well as very emotional sections contrasted by the 

utmost simplicity. The soloist must also be prepared to execute 

these extremes from the highest notes on the instrument to the lowest. 

The extremes require a particularly good reed, and a great deal of 

practice is necessary to master the many technical difficulties that 

are found in the sonata. The musical and technical difficulties take 

a longer than average time to absorb to a level that allows the per- 

former to be naturally expressive. 

One factor that is important to realize in performing this 

sonata is that it was written for a French bassoon. The popularity 
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of this instrument has almost vanished in this century, leaving France 

as its last stronghold. The German bassoon, as designed by Heckel 

(Biebrich -am- Ghein, near Wiesbaden) is the most frequently played 

bassoon in the world, and the only bassoon played in the United States. 

Recordings by French bassoonists are still available and are useful in 

giving us concepts of the French bassoon style and sound. Other remarks 

about the instrument can be found in Woodwind Instruments and Their 

History by Anthony Baines. He states that: 

The tone -quality of the French bassoon is by nature 
the more subtle and vocal. The sound of course varies with 
different players and in different countries. The French 
players prefer a rather dry, reedy tone, which artists like 
Dherin and Oubradous nevertheless mould [sic] into an extra- 
ordinarily expressive sound with their feeling, breathing and 
vibrato....in America, where the German bassoon is particularly 
well played, the modern tendency is said to be for a reed as 
little as fourteen millimetres across the tip, and perfectly 
circular in the throat, instead of slightly flattened as is 
more usual. This introduces an interesting touch of vocal 
hollowness into the tone, and causes the instrument to blend 
very well with the prevailing French style of the other wood- 
wind in American orchestras.47 

Most musicians that are not readily familiar with the French 

bassoon find it to be a rather thin buzzy sound with a rather explosive 

tonguing style in the low register. It is difficult to relate to its 

sound as more expressive than the German bassoon since we rarely hear 

it played except on a few recordings. 

I. Allegretto Moderato 

Like the other sonatas, each movement has its own character- 

istics. The first movement is a very simple yet extremely musically 

satisfying one. The lyric movement is a simple arch form, with 

47 Anthony Baines, Woodwind Instruments and Their History 
(W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1963), p. 155. 
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movement toward the top of the arch created by frequent modulation. 

The form and shape of the sonata can best be illustrated by the use of 

a graph: 

A B C A B A 

44----1"... 

1 3 6 9 12 15 18 21 24 27 30 33 36 39 41 44 47 51 
Measure numbers 

Figure 24. Bassoon Sonata, first movement, 
graph of form. 

The main characteristic that makes this movement unique is its use of 

the A theme. The lyric first theme (A) is slightly transformed for 

use as a climactic theme by changing the rhythm slightly and adding 

more notes to the melody while its third and final use is as a sedate 

closing theme. 

First Movement, lyric theme, measures 1 -10. 

Allegretto moderato 



First Movement, climactic theme, measures 25 -31. 
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First Movement, closing theme, measures 45 -51. 

Figure 25. Bassoon Sonata, first movement, theme 
development. 

In performing this movement, care must be taken to approach 

the climactic section from the beginning in a lyric style. The forward 

motion needed in this section is provided by the constantly shifting 

harmony and the rhythmical accompaniment which increases the number 

of notes per beat in each section. The climactic section must be 

played with as much sound as possible. Care should be taken to keep 

the tempo steady, especially where the piano part is absent (measures 

30 -32). 

The B theme acts as a transition between the three A themes 

and should be phrased differently depending on its location in the 

movement. The first B section should be phrased so that it pushes 
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forward toward the climax and the second B section phrased so that a 

more restful feeling is achieved by the closing theme. 

First movement, B theme, measures 10 -15. 

ss:sss s:eatssstsrsss:1 i 

First movement, B theme, measures 37 -43. 

(mp) 

Figure 26. Bassoon Sonata, first movement, B theme. 

II. Allegro Scherzando 

The second movement is a very familiar style to Saint- Saëns, 

and one that offers many possiblities when combined with the versa- 

tility of the bassoon. The bassoon's ability to leap large intervals 

is used frequently in this movement, as well as the lyrical tenor 

quality found in the contrasting theme. The movement is by far the 

most difficult to play, and a great deal of time must be taken to work 

out the many difficult passages. The end of this movement is also 

unique in that it ends on a high e' which requires a high e key, not 

always found on German bassoons. This passage is easier to play on 

a French bassoon, which can play as high as f' or g'. Since the 

German bassoon does not speak as easily on the last few notes in its 
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range, the last few notes of this passage are usually slurred. If 

the instrument being used is not equipped with a high e key, the last 

two measures are played down an octave. The ending, while difficult, 

is an extremely effective conclusion to the movement. 

The main performance problem is that of style, which will 

largely be determined by the tempo. Saint -Saëns' scherzos, such as 

the familiar Dance Macabre, have a totally different style than the 

scherzo from Mendelssohn's Fourth Symphony, and a much slower tempo 

as indicated by an early performance of Dance Macabre by Toscanini. 

Another unfavourable factor is that these days most 
conductors speed through it (Dance Macabre) at a ridiculous 
pace. Only Toscanini, on the evidence of his recording, 
ever seems to have played it properly, and it is worth 
recalling that when he gave it at the Scala in 1896, Saint - 
Saëns congratulated him in person on having taken it at the 
right tempo.48 

The contrasting lyric theme in Dance Macabre resembles the 

bassoon sonata in style since both are largely comprised of quarter 

and eighth note patterns. It is the lyrical idea that demands a 

slower tempo than the first angular idea, and it is from this theme 

that the tempo should be determined. With a slower scherzo tempo, the 

movement increases in difficulty, since the short sixteenth note 

passages must be played with a higher degree of evenness, and much 

more musical phrasing and nuances must be added to keep the movement 

interesting. Practice and familiarity is needed to achieve an exciting 

performance at the slower tempo that best suits the contrasting theme. 

48Harding, 
Saint -Saens and His Circle, p. 123. 
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crest. 

Figure 27. Bassoon Sonata, second movement, lyric 
theme, measures 71 -80. 

This movement bears a striking similarity to another work by 

Saint- Saëns. The Gigue, Op. 135, No. 6 from his Six Etudes pour la 

main gauche seule was written in 1912. The basic ideas of both pieces 

are the same. 

Bassoon Sonata, second movement, first theme, measures 1 -3. 

Allegro scherzando 

Gigue, Op. 135, No. 6, measures 1 -12. 

PIANO 

Presto 

14 

g 
y 

s r 

Figure 28. Bassoon Sonata, second movement, comparison 
to Gigue, Op. 135, No. 6. 
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The technical aspects of this movement, as mentioned before, 

are formidable. There is a need to find more workable fingerings in 

many instances, but not as many as one might initially suppose. A few 

fingering suggestions have been included in the following example, 

but these only appear as suggestions, since there exist such extreme 

differences in players, instruments, and reeds. A competent bassoon 

instructor and the Essentials of Bassoon Technique by Lewis Hugh Cooper 

are the best solution to the many technical problems to be found in 

this work. Many technical difficulties that appear at first will be 

eliminated by correct musical phrasing when the air is kept moving 

through the difficult passages. 

Fingerings 
Measure 3 

o ' b 

pp -.0 
-O - 

Fingerings 
Measure 15 

Fingerings 
Measure 97 

dim . 

Figure 29. Bassoon Sonata, second movement, fingering 
problems, measures 3, 15 and 97. 

This movement is also more difficult for the piano in that it 

must match styles with the bassoon and must overlap ideas with the 

bassoon frequently. The bouncy bassoon stacatto is hard to immitate 

on the percussive piano, but can be achieved with a light French "off" 

touch and careful use of the pedal. 

III. Molto Adagio - Allegro Moderato 

The third movement is marked molto adagio, which is unusual 

for Saint- Saëns. It is rare for him to write a slow movement and 

equally rare to put the slow movement at the end of the sonata. 
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The strange combination works quite well, though, since the sonata 

is only twelve minutes long and Saint -Saëns adds a short allegro 

moderato for a lively ending. 

The movement is an example of two of Saint -Saëns' most 

remarkable skills. He uses a very simple musical idea, and develops 

a theme by repeating the simple motive (thirty -seven times during the 

movement). 

Adagio 
S AJ S 1v 1./ sow 1J sJ 111 

Mt NV .J111111111 1113JaIIIMI 1.111 1=6.0 
Off s..NEW/Ma... 111M1MIIIMMINIOM11111111MIONIMININIMOINJ 1./ Bow /7M - - 

MINN 

espressico 

Figure 30. Bassoon Sonata, third movement, first 
theme, measures 1 -5. 

Because of Saint -Saëns' high degree of skill as a composer, 

he is able to write a movement with a great deal of beauty and emotion, 

even with limited material. The lyrical qualities of the bassoon are 

an essential quality in the success of the movement as well as the 

interesting contrast sections. 

The first contrasting idea (Figure 31) has a very distant 

sound of a soft music box. The piano should play without accent, while 

the bassoon plays with very little vibrato and subtle phrasing. The 

result is a very ethereal sound that leaves one at complete rest. 
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dim 
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Figure 31. Bassoon Sonata, third movement, 
measures 12 -18. 

A transition (measures 17 -25) to a more energetic section 

in d minor (measures 26 -34) brings a very militant sounding section 

with the sound of the dotted sixteenth and thirty- second note pattern. 

A faster tempo in this section will seem desirable; however, with time 

and familiarity, very little tempo change will actually be needed, 

especially if the thirty- second notes are played very short. 
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Figure 32. Bassoon Sonata, third movement, 
measures 25 -28. 

When the first melody returns, it is unchanged except for the 

fact that it is on beat four instead of beat two. Saint -Saëns 

completely changes the accompaniment patterns and also the harmony. 

A brief interlude between phrases brings the melody back to the "correct 

beat," while the piano continues its role in providing variety to the 

movement. With the use of an elision, Saint -Saëns concludes the slow 

section, ending in the key of F major instead of G major. From this 

unsteady end in the "wrong" key, he starts the short fast section. 

The section seems to be playing games with the listener as it tries 

to find its way back to the original key of G major, and finally does 

so after fifteen measures. 
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Figure 33. Bassoon Sonata, third movement, allegro 
section, modulation to G major. 

With the original tonality in hand, Saint -Saëns finishes the 

movement in a light playful style; the final allegro section thus 

acting as a coda for the movement and the entire sonata. 



CHAPTER 8 

COMPARISON 

In performing and studying the three sonatas simultaneously, 

there is much opportunity to compare them structurally, harmonically, 

and musically. The sonatas' most outstanding feature is that they are 

all quite original and very uniquely suited for each instrument. The 

main similarity comes in their conception as solo sonatas with piano 

accompaniment, and the relationship between the two parts. Many com- 

parisons have been drawn in the individual discussions of the sonatas. 

This section is designed to give the reader a condensed overview of the 

works. 

While the comparison and study of the sonatas has been helpful 

in performing these works, it is the actual playing and listening to 

the music of Saint -Saëns that has been the most influential. Most of 

the influences are of a nature that are difficult to put effectively 

into words, but are nonetheless, very real and important. Since it is 

rare for a musician to be able to play all of the sonatas written by a 

composer, it would be helpful to do a great deal of listening to the 

other sonatas and instrumental works of Saint -Saëns before performing 

any of the sonatas. The accumulated knowledge gained from academic 

study, practice and listening will serve the performer well in developing 

his own individual interpretation of any of the sonatas. 
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The following comparisons and charts will allow the reader to 

see overall structure of the sonatas, harmonic relationships and 

relative lengths. 

Similarities 

1. The first movement of each sonata uses unstable harmony to drive 

toward the climax of the phrases. 

2. All are solo sonatas with piano accompaniment. 

3. The entire range of the solo instrument is used in each sonata. 

4. All sonatas involve almost continual playing in the solo part. 

S. All the sonatas are idiomatic for the instrument. 

6. The piano parts are all light (some are harp -like). 

7. The solo instrument has melodic ideas while the piano has mainly 

harmonic and rhythmic ideas. 

8. The sonatas have more emotional qualities than most of his other 

works. 

9. All the sonatas begin with a lyric theme at a moderate tempo. 

10. Each sonata has a dance movement, but in different places in the 

sonatas. 

11. All the sonatas can be performed in shortened versions. 

12. All sonatas have contrasting movements while most movements are 

of one affection. 

13. When melodies are repeated, the accompaniment is always new, 

often with different harmony. 

14. All of the sonatas have movements with two types of harmonic 

characteristics; harmonically stable with long themes, or unstable 

harmonies with themes made from short ideas. 
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15. All sonatas require a very flexible reed because of extremes in 

range and style. 

16. Modulations are most frequently a half -step or a third away. 

17. All sonatas have movements with either simple form with long themes, 

or quite complex form with small ideas making up thematic sections. 

18. Each sonata has at least one long chromatic scale. 

Interesting Facts 

1. Each sonata was dedicated to a musician in Paris. 

2. They were published the same year they were written. 

3. They are all standard repertoire for each instrument. 

4. The oboe sonata contains two sections marked ad libitum, which is 

highly unusual for Saint -Saëns. 

5. They were written in score order. 

6. He planned an English horn sonata, but died before it could be 

realized. 

7. The last two movements of the oboe and clarinet sonata have the 

most in common (in the sixteenth note runs). 

Individual Characteristics 

Oboe Sonata 

1. The piano part has the thinnest texture of the three sonatas. 

2. In the first movement, the piano part has the most imitation of 

the three sonatas. 

3. The second movement has an ad libitum section, which is unusual 

for Saint -Saëns. 

4. The second movement is the most idiomatic for the oboe, of the 

three sonatas. 
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5. The last movement uses harmonic and rhythmic ideas to unify the 

movement. 

6. The sixteenth note patterns are very difficult and require a 

technique similar to that required to play Mozart in that they 

must be light and smooth. 

Clarinet Sonata 

1. The sonata has four movements, the others have three movements. 

2. The clarinet sonata is the longest of the three sonatas. 

3. The piano part is the most complex of the three sonatas. 

4. The clarinet sonata uses the same motives in more than one 

movement. 

5. The first movement uses a triple arch form. 

6. The first movement has the most emotional qualities. 

7. The second movement can stand by itself. 

8. The second movement uses the "natural twelfth" of the clarinet. 

9. Pentatonic harmonies are used in the second movement "B" section. 

10. The third movement is quite unusual, and seems to imitate two 

contrasting organ stops. 

11. The last movement is more German in style in that the opening is 

much like von Weber. 

12. Thematic material from the first movement "A" section reappears 

in the last movement. 

Bassoon Sonata 

1. The bassoon sonata is the most classical in structure of the 

three sonatas. 



76 

2. The bassoon sonata has the most advanced harmony of the three 

sonatas. 

3. In the first movement, the piano part is very harp -like, with the 

chord changes being most interesting by themselves. 

4. The first movement is very vocalistic. 

5. The first theme of the first movement is also used for the 

climactic section and the closing section. 

6. The second movement is more angular, and looks much like Vivaldi, 

although there is no similarity of sound. 

7. The second movement is in a Scherzando style similar to 

Dance Macabre. 

8. The first theme in the last movement is built from a repeated 

rhythmic motive. 

9. The last movement is Adagio with an Allegro coda. 

A Comparison of Form and Major Areas of Tonality 
in the Saint -Saëns Woodwind Sonatas 

1. Thematic and section form appears above the line and tonality is 

indicated below the line. 

2. Capital letters above the line indicate major themes and sections. 

3. Numbers indicate motivic ideas. 

4. Small letters are motivic ideas taken from the section with 

the same capital letter. 

5. + indicates a climactic section. 

6. ++ indicates a climactic point in the music. 

7. indicates a transition section. 

8. Measure numbers appear between the lines. 

9. The length of the lines represents the approximate length of the 

movement. 



The scale for the timeline is: 
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Poco allegro 
B ++ 
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THE BASSOON SONATA 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

The woodwind sonatas examined in this study are an important 

part of the woodwind repertoire. Their value will be lasting because 

of their respective unique qualities and the skill with which they were 

composed. 

The rare quality of emotion that Saint -Saëns includes in 

these sonatas makes them special in his large output, and will help 

them to endure far into the future. 
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