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ABSTRACT
Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921) is one of the most representative French composers of

the nineteenth century. He was, however, often criticized for a lack of passion and emotion
because his style derives from adaptation rather than innovation. Even so, I was fascinated by his
restrained Romantic style when I encountered the Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 in Choral Literature
and Techniques (MUS635) at the University of Arizona in 2016, primarily because the style of
his music reminds me of Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847), but is more diverse.
Many of Saint-Saëns’s compositions are based on the Austro-Germanic style. At the
same time, his musical style demonstrates a French taste. This mixture of the two styles helps
define his individual style, which I call “Conservative Eclecticism.”
Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 is an oratorio in French tradition. I will demonstrate SaintSaëns’s Conservative Eclecticism by comparing and contrasting this work with Mendelssohn’s
chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch.” By examining the common and different characteristics of
the two works, I will clarify how Saint-Saëns developed his own musical style, and help broaden
the scope of understanding his aesthetic contribution.






CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921) was called the “French Mendelssohn.”1 This indicates

that he embraced the style of Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) and melded it with his own French
national identity.
Both Mendelssohn and Saint-Saëns had conservative tendencies. Mendelssohn was
deeply influenced by the Baroque style and was an important part of the “Bach Revival” through
his monumental performance of J. S. Bach’s Matthäus-Passion, BWV 244 in 1829.2 He also
adhered to the Classical Viennese tradition of balance and clarity in his music, which was
contrary to the contemporary trend led by Hector Berlioz (1803-1869), Franz Liszt (1811-1886)
and Richard Wagner (1813-1883).3 Like Mendelssohn, Saint-Saëns adhered to the AustroGermanic4 tradition, was well educated and was a gifted child prodigy. Although Saint-Saëns
experienced rapidly changing circumstances in the musical arena during his long lifespan, he
retained a conservative mind-set as “a standard-bearer and a non-revolutionary progressive.”5
Mendelssohn and Saint-Saëns contributed to the restoration of historic aesthetics in music: the
Bach Revival for Mendelssohn and Neo-Classicism for Saint-Saëns.
The national origin of both men, however, helps to distinguish their styles. As a
conductor of the Gewandhausorchester in Leipzig, Mendelssohn established the identity of

1

Harold C. Schonberg, The Lives of the Great Composers, 3rd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company,

1997), 341.
2

R. Larry Todd, "Mendelssohn (-Bartholdy), (Jacob Ludwig) Felix," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music
Online, Oxford University Press, accessed July 5, 2018,
3

Ibid.

4

Don Michael Randel, ed., The Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2003), 349.
5



Herbert F. Peyser, “Camille Saint-Saëns (1835-1921),” Musical Observer 21, no. 2 (February 1922): 16.





German music with “religious fervor and dramatic passion” in a spiritual approach.6 On the other
hand, Saint-Saëns promoted French music with “clarity, balance, and precision” in a rationale
approach.7
Statement of Primary Thesis
In this study I explore the stylistic features of Conservative Eclecticism as seen in
Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 by Camille Saint-Saëns. Conservative Eclecticism, a term created to
describe Saint-Saëns’ style, refers to a mixture of various techniques of the liberal French idiom
with a conservative Austro-Germanic foundation. I chose Mendelssohn’s chorale cantata “Vom
Himmel hoch”8 to compare to Saint-Saëns’s oratorio because both works were inspired by the
Christmas story and are musically related while retaining their own stylistic features. By
comparing and contrasting these two works, I will offer a new point of view for conductors to
understand how successfully Saint-Saëns utilized the traditional German techniques of
Mendelssohn in combination with his own French style.
Review of Scholarly Literature
Two articles shed light on the correlation between Mendelssohn’s and Saint-Saëns’s
musical styles. Romain Rolland states:
In both of them we find the same intellectual restraint, the same balance preserved among
the heterogeneous elements of their work. These elements are not common to both of
them because [of] the time, the country, and the surroundings in which they lived are not
the same; and there is also a great difference in their characters. Mendelssohn is more

6

Peyser, “Saint-Saëns,” 16.

7

Timothy S. Flynn, Camille Saint-Saëns: A Guide to Research (New York and London: Routledge,

2003), 1.
8

No opus number or WoO number was assigned to this piece. The MWV number—MWV A 10—was
given by Ralf Wehner in Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy: Thematisch-systematisches Verzeichnis der musikalischen
Werke (Wiesbaden: Breitkopf & Härtel, 2009).






ingenuous and religious; Saint-Saëns is more of a dilettante and more sensuous. They are
not so much kindred spirits by their science as good company [but] by a common purity
of taste, a sense of rhythm, and a genius for method, which gave all they wrote a neoclassic character.9

In the same context, Herbert F. Peyser asserts that while Mendelssohn’s music is warm and
passionate in temperament, deeply influenced by the German spirit and Protestantism, SaintSaëns’s music is logical and less emotional, influenced by Catholic taste and the rationale mindset of France.10 These comments suggest that Saint-Saëns lacked the creativity and passion seen
in German composers including Mendelssohn,11 however, in Saint-Saëns’s music, his
eclecticism preserves a French identity which itself helps define his individual style.12
Before looking at the works, it is necessary to understand the specific national idioms.
Ferdinand Praeger asserts that nationality is the most crucial factor in determining one’s style
because other factors such as language, religion, intellectual surroundings, etc. are attributed to
nationality.13 In this regard, nationality affects the two composers’ musical style differently.
Three valuable insights on this issue exist as explained in the following paragraphs.
In the historical publication, The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular, an unknown
author discusses the differences between Germany and France during the Romantic Period.14
German music is described as having emotional richness and intelligent comprehensiveness


9

Romain Rolland, “Camille Saint-Saëns” in Romain Rolland’s Essays on Music (New York: Allen, Towne
& Heath, 1948), 368.
10

Peyser, 16.

11

Ibid., 17.

12

Ibid.

13

Ferdinand Praeger, “Style,” Proceeding of the Musical Association 12 (March 1886): 91.

14

The following paragraph is a summary of unknown author, “German Music,” The Musical Times and
Singing Class Circular 8, no. 185 (July 1858): 268-270.







pursuing an “Ideal”15 as an Absolute approach. On the other hand, French music is defined as
having charming simplicity and intimacy focusing on “Reality”16 to satisfy the public taste in the
Practical approach.
Paul Hazard asserts the emphasis on the classical approach in French Romanticism by
writing: “Yet classic order and logic persist also in French romanticism. The sense for balanced
form and composition still remains strong. In this respect, there is less of subtle mystery, less
wayward caprice in literary style and structure, during the French movement, than in England or
Germany.”17 He also states that:
The French of this period do not warmly welcome the metaphysical complexities of
German romantic theory. The fantastic takes no deep hold upon the writers of outstanding
genius. The great French romantics have no cult of obscurity, no great liking for the
supernatural, no search for the “Blue Flower.” The classicism against which romanticism
was so definitely a reaction still continued to exert a potent influence in France.18
Joseph Auner applies the Classical and Romantic concept to the general definition of the
musical styles according to national differences. He describes French musical characteristics as
including “charm, clarity, sobriety, lightness, grace, purity, and objectivity,” 19 which are in
opposition to German musical qualities.
Along with its popularity as a concert piece, Saint-Saëns’s Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 has
been widely examined and holds a significant place in choral music literature. Many scholarly

15

Ibid. 270.

16

Ibid.

17

Paul Hazard, “Les Caractères originaux du lyrisme romantique français,” Revue des Cours et
Conférences (December 1935): 2-5, quoted in George R. Havens, “Romanticism in France,” Modern Language
Association 55, no. 1 (March 1940): 18.
18

Paul Hazard, “Les Caractères originaux du lyrisme romantique français,” Revue des Cours et
Conférences (February 1936): 486-494, quoted in George R. Havens, “Romanticism in France,” Modern Language
Association 55, no. 1 (March 1940): 18-19.
19

Joseph Auner, Music in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries (New York and London: W.W. Norton
& Company, 2013), 111.







documents specifically point out Bach’s influence on this piece, which also is found in much of
Mendelssohn’s music. David W. Music20 and Howard E. Smither21 focus on how Saint-Saëns
incorporated sources from Bach’s Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248 into his own work. Smither
provides a useful summary on Bach’s influence: 1) the use of the same scenic idea22; 2) the text
source taken from their respective traditions in church—chorale for Bach and chant texts for
Saint-Saëns; 3) a short length appropriate for liturgical performance; 4) the use of pastorale style
in the instrumental opening movement; 5) symmetrical structure with the return of opening
materials at the end; 6) a final movement in the homophonic, chorale style.23
In these documents, it is shown that Saint-Saëns’s musical style has much in common
with Mendelssohn’s, however, there is lack of research on Mendelssohn and Saint-Saëns
concerning their respective nationalities, and no specific examination of the music to
demonstrate the meaning of “French Mendelssohn.” Thus, my research will illuminate common
influences on Saint-Saëns and Mendelssohn while examining the differences and specifically
Saint-Saëns’s Conservative Eclecticism.


20

David W. Music, “Camille Saint-Saens’s Christmas Oratorio: Description, Accessibility, Comparison,”
The Choral Journal 39, no. 5 (December 1998): 49-53.
21

Howard E. Smither, The Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. vol. 4 of A History of the
Oratorio. (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 567-570.
22

The scene describes a portion of the Christmas story in which shepherds go to Bethlehem to see Jesus, an
idea Mendelssohn also used in his chorale cantata, “Vom Himmel hoch.”
23



This is a summary of Smither, The Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, 568-569.




CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND OF CAMILLE SAINT-SAËNS
Biography24
Saint-Saëns was born on October 9, 1835, in Paris, France. Like Mozart, he was a child

prodigy with great piano skill and was a polymath in diverse subjects such as mathematics,
languages, geology and astronomy. He began his musical education by taking piano lessons with
his great-aunt, Charlotte Masson (1781-1872). Later, Saint-Saëns studied piano and composition
with Camille-Marie Stamaty (1811-1870) and Pierre Maleden (1806-1871). He also studied
organ with François Benoist (1794-1878) and composition with Fromental Halévy (1799-1862)
at the Paris Conservatory from 1848 until 1853.
From 1857 through 1877 Saint-Saëns worked as an organist at the Church of the
Madeleine in Paris. As a pianist and composer, he gained a great reputation. Popular works
contributing to that reputation include: Introduction and Rondo Capriccioso (1863), Danse
Macabre (1874), Fourth Piano Concerto, Third Violin Concerto (1880), Samson et Dalila (1877),
and Le Carnaval des Animaux (1886). In the 1890s, his fame reached America and England. As
an enthusiastic traveler, he visited southern Europe, South America, the Canary Islands,
Scandinavia and East Asia for concert tours, which influenced his exotic style in his later works.
Saint-Saëns was an editor of the works of Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714-1787),
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), Franz Liszt (1811-1886) and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
(1756-1791). Specifically, his respectful editorship of Bach’s and Handel’s works created fresh
appreciation in French audiences. As a nationalist, he contributed to the revival of French
tradition by rediscovering French composers’ works in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.


24

This section is a summary of Daniel M. Fallon and James Harding, "Saint-Saëns, (Charles)
Camille," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed January 14, 2019.







As co-founder of the Société Nationale de Musique with Romain Bussine (1830-1899) in 1871,
Saint-Saëns demonstrated his enthusiasm for French music.
As a critic, Saint-Saëns wrote several noteworthy articles such as “Harmonie et mélodie”
for Le Voltaire and “Souvenir” for the Revue Bleue. In these publications, he specifically argued
against Wagnerian influence in order to preserve French tradition. During the final years of his
life he concentrated on writing his memoirs and articles about the aesthetics of music; he died on
December 16, 1921.
Musical Characteristics
Austro-Germanic Tradition
Music flourished during the Baroque era in Germany with influential figures from
Heinrich Schütz (1585-1672) to Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750), George Frideric Handel
(1685-1759) and Georg Philipp Telemann (1681-1767).25 A great deal of the music of the
Classical period is modeled after the style of the first Viennese school—Joseph Haydn (17321809), Mozart and Beethoven.
Saint-Saëns’s compositional ability in the Austro-Germanic style was quite unusual in
France. Musical development in France was relatively slower than that in neighboring countries
due to political and social turmoil caused by the French Revolution. Specifically, the condition of
sacred music was seriously weakened by “Dechristianization,” an antagonistic tendency against
the hierarchy in the Roman Catholic Church. This brought the collapse of many churches and
resulted in poor training of new church musicians.26 Masterpieces such as Bach’s St. Matthew
Passion and Handel’s Messiah, which were already widely popular throughout Germany, Italy




25

Randel, The Harvard Dictionary of Music, 349.

26

Smither, The Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twenties Centuries, 511-512.





and England, were unknown to the French public.27 Rolland examines the environment of
musical education in France compared to that in Germany: “[French] composers have too much
the character of gifted amateurs who compose music as a pastime and regard it not as a special
form of thought but as a sort of dress for literary ideas.”28
Saint-Saëns, however, had an excellent musical education due to his supportive family.
Thanks to his great-aunt, who was “a women of keen intellect and brilliant attainments,”29 SaintSaëns was taught piano including the works of German masters such as Bach, Mozart and
Beethoven. Saint-Saëns recognizes her musical ability in his Memories: “My great-aunt, who
fortunately had an excellent foundation in music, taught me how to hold my hands properly so
that I did not acquire the gross faults which are so difficult to correct later on.”30
In addition, Saint-Saëns’s musical foundation was grounded by two teachers—Stamaty
and Maleden—both of whom had been influenced by Mendelssohn. Stamaty, a pupil of
Mendelssohn31 taught Saint-Saëns piano, harmony and orchestration in the works of German
composers such as Bach, Robert Schumann (1810-1856) and Richard Wagner (1813-1883).32
Maleden, whose direction in composition was acknowledged by Saint-Saëns as of “the greatest
benefit,”33 studied with Gottfried Weber (1779-1839) who was a renowned theorist in Germany.

27

Martin Cooper, "The Nineteenth Century Musical Renaissance in France (1870-1895)," Proceedings of
the Royal Musical Association 74 (1947): 11, accessed March 11, 2019. http://www.jstor.org/stable/766217.
28

Rolland, “Saint-Saëns,” 363.

29

Camille Saint-Saëns, Musical Memories, trans. Edwin Gile Rich (Boston: Small, Maynard & Company,

1919), 1-2.



30

Ibid., 5.

31

Ferdinand Hiller, Mendelssohn–Letters and Recollections (London: Macmillan and Co., 1874), 106.

32

Saint-Saëns, Memories, 9.

33

Ibid., 11.





It is known that Mendelssohn also had a connection with Weber.34 The fact that Weber’s “new
harmonic system”35 widely affected German composers, suggests that Mendelssohn was
influenced by Weber’s style, which Maleden brought to France and eventually to Saint-Saëns. In
this exceptional educational environment, Saint-Saëns acquired a strong musical foundation in
the Austro-Germanic style.
Perhaps more personally, Saint-Saëns’ eclectic sensitivity may have been influenced by
his mother. In Memories, he addresses his mother’s eclecticism by writing, “While my aunt had
had a remarkable education, my mother had not been so widely taught. But she made up for any
lack by the display of an imagination and an eager power of assimilation which bordered on the
miraculous.”36 This suggests that the German foundation received from his great-aunt’s
education was also cultivated and further developed by his mother, giving rise to Saint-Saëns’s
Conservative Eclecticism.
Art for Art’s Sake
Saint-Saëns adhered to the philosophy of “Art for Art’s Sake.”37 This philosophy asserts
that art has its own intrinsic value. In this absolute approach, Saint-Saëns believed that artistic
beauty could be fulfilled in music itself such as “a simple series of well-constructed chords,
beautiful only in their arrangement.”38 In this regard, form was an essential element in his music.

34

Todd, "Mendelssohn," Grove Music Online.

35

“In this system the chords are not considered in and for themselves—as fifths, sixths, sevenths—but in
relation to the pitch of the scale on which they appear. The chords acquire different characteristics according to the
place they occupy, and, as a result, certain things are explained which are, otherwise, inexplicable.” Saint-Saëns,
Memories, 12.

424.



36

Saint-Saëns, Memories, 3.

37

Ibid., 76-82.

38

Quoted in Dennis Shrock, Choral Repertoire (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2009),





He was influenced by the ideas of Théophile Gautier (1811-1872) in which poetry is a “plastic
art.”39 In pursuit of Art for Art’s Sake, Saint-Saëns considered music as a tangible construction
built with actual materials such as “line, shape, and instrumental colour,”40 rather than merely
abstract sensation.
Saint-Saëns, who admired the formal clarity of Bach’s and Mozart’s music in a letter of
1907, wrote: “What gives Sebastian Bach and Mozart a place apart is that these two great
expressive composers never sacrificed form to expression. As high as their expression may soar,
their musical form remains supreme and all-sufficient.”41 Plus, Saint-Saëns recognized the
sixteenth century works such as Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli as the ideal model for
absolute music because it achieves pure beauty solely through the perfection of form.42 In this
regard, Saint-Saëns’s sacred pieces, specifically his Latin-texted choral motets, demonstrate a
“simple beauty”43 as influenced by the Cecilian movement.44 This approach is opposed to the
commonly held ideal that valued emotional expression over form in the nineteenth century.
Saint-Saens's contemporaries, indeed, criticized his music for lack of emotion. Saint-Saëns’s
expression, however, originates from an inward approach, “Art for Art’s Sake.”
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Oxford University Press, 2008), 13.
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Trubner & Co., 1922), 5.
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Scott Douglas Glysson, “An Analysis of Musical Style and Cecilian Idealism in the Latin-Texted Motets
of Camille Saint-Saëns” (DMA doc., University of Arizona, 2014), 23.
44
Cecilian Movement: “A 19th-century movement, centered in Germany, for the reform of Catholic
Church music. Reacting to the liberalization of the Enlightenment, the Cecilians sought to restore traditional
religious feeling and the authority of the church . . .They viewed Palestrina as the leading figure in church
music...Exaggerated graphic word-painting was to be avoided; expansive modulations and chromaticism—in fact,
all characteristics of theatrical music—were anathema.” Siegfried Gmeinwieser, The New Grove Dictionary of
Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Macmillan, 2001), 5:333-334.







French Style
While drawing on the Austro-Germanic tradition, Saint-Saëns always asserted his
national identity, “My own perspective is French.”45 Recognizing the traditional French
composers, he regarded Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683-1764) as one of the greatest composers of
the eighteenth century, even equivalent to Bach.46 Furthermore, he considered the influx of
Italian and German music as jeopardizing the purity of French art.47 His advice to the next
generation of composers shows his nationalism: “Young composers, if you want to amount to
anything, remain French! Be yourselves, of your own time and country!”48 Under the motto Ars
Gallica in the Société Nationale de Musique, he promoted and encouraged French composers to
restore the glory days of the French tradition and to protect French music from the attack of
foreign elements, specifically the Wagnerian cult of the late nineteenth century.49
Saint-Saëns avers himself, “I am passionately fond of liberty.”50 This mind-set might
have been influenced by the national spirit as seen in the French Revolution slogan—“Liberté,
égalité, fraternité (liberty, equality, fraternity)”51 This spirit distinguishes his music from
German music. In a long historical tradition, German composers had developed specific rules
and set preferred systems to inform their musical creation, which led to the cultivation of
contrapuntal techniques and harmonic practice as seen in Bach’s fugues. While Saint-Saëns was
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deeply influenced by the German pedantic style, the elasticity and adaptability he possessed
infused the standard German style with diversity and uniqueness.52
One might argue that liberty was valued in Germany as well as in France during the
Romantic period. It is true that German composers such as Wagner exemplified extreme freedom
in the treatment of the traditional rules in a radical approach. It is, however, different from
French liberty in its nature. German Romanticism was characterized by “the expansion of the
self-culture”53 in the national approach. The broken rules and new techniques Wagner used still
belong to the German spirit. Meanwhile, French Romanticism was characterized by an individual
approach—“the expansion of ego.”54 Although it is known that French liberty derives from
political circumstances surrounding the French Revolution, the actual notion originated with
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) whose idea of liberty involved individual freedom.55
To be more specific, French liberty is in an adaptive mind-set. “Exoticism” is one of the
examples demonstrating the difference between French liberty and German liberty. The extrinsic
nature of the French people aroused an interest in foreign materials. This national tendency gave
rise to the phrase “la France historique et la France exotique (the history of France and the
exotic of France).”56 Germany, however, takes the opposite approach from France as D.C. Parker
addresses:
The Germans have not exploited exoticism to any very great extent due to [their] love of
self-culture. . . .The average German intellect often finds it difficult to adopt the externals
of other nations, and to this we must attribute the comparative want of success in the
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exotic vein. It lacks the vivacity and mobility of the French mind; to it caprice is a
stranger.57

In this regard, Saint-Saëns, indeed, has been credited with “Musical Orientalism.”58 An example
is his Piano Concerto No. 5 in F major, op. 103 (“Egyptian”). As a great traveller, he freely
adopted exotic materials into his own style. Thus, Saint-Saëns’s “liberty” simply meant “no
prejudices; no side.”59 He adapted and assimilated whatever he knew, liked and wanted to use for
a kaleidoscopic effect. As a result, his freedom in composition leads to an eclectic style.
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CHAPTER 3: ANALYSIS OF THE SELECTED WORKS
Mendelssohn: chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”

Overview
Mendelssohn completed “Vom Himmel hoch” on January 30, 1831 borrowing eight
verses from an original version of the Lutheran chorale of the same name. The work consists of
six movements. Mendelssohn chose a standard classic romantic orchestration—two flutes, two
oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, two horns, three trumpets, timpani and strings—with soprano
solo, baritone solo and chorus. This piece displays Mendelssohn’s conservative romanticism:
traditional techniques from the Baroque and Classical period are incorporated into the restrained
expression of the Romantic period. Figure 3.1 provides a basic overview of each movement with
performing forces, text sources, form, key, meter, and tempo.
MVTS

PERF. FORCES

1. Coro

Full orchestra;
Chorus
(S I, II, ATB)
Fl I, II, Cl I, II,
Fg I, II, Hn I, II,
Strings;
Baritone solo
Ob I, II,
Fg I, II, Strings;
Chorus (SATB)
Fg I, II, Va,
Vc I, II, Cb;
Soprano solo
Strings;
Baritone solo
Full orchestra;
Chorus
(S I, II, ATB)

2. Aria

3. Choral
4. Aria
5. Arioso
6. Schlusschor

TEXT SOURCES
“Vom Himmel
hoch” (1524) from
Martin Luther
Verse 1
Verse 2

FORM

KEY

METER and
TEMPO

ABA’C
Sonata process

C major

3/4
Allegro

Verse 3
Verse 460

AA’A’’

A major

3/4
Andante
con moto

Verse 4

Throughcomposed

A minor
C major

4/4
N/A

Verse 8
Verse 10

ABA’
Sonata process

G major

2/4
Allegretto

Verse 12

A (abb’)

E minor

Verse 15

ABA’
Sonata process

C major

4/4
N/A
4/4
Moderato

Figure 3.1. Overview of chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”
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Only the first and second stanzas were used from Verse 4 by Mendelssohn.





Baroque Influences
Mendelssohn was influenced by Bach. He borrows the opening material from Bach’s
Einige canonische Veränderungen über das Weihnachtslied, BWV 769 (Musical Example 3.1)
and uses it as a recurring motive in the orchestra throughout Movement 1 (Musical Example
3.2), evoking an imaginative scene—“the ascending and descending angels and the joyous peals
from many belfries ringing in the Saviour’s birth.”61
Musical Example 3.1. J. S. Bach, Variation I from Einige canonische Veränderungen über das
Weihnachtslied: Vom Himmel hoch da komm’ ich her, BWV 769, mm. 1-262

Musical Example 3.2. Mendelssohn, Movement 1 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 1-463
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Charles Sanford Terry, The Hymns and Hymn Melodies of the Organ Works, vol. 3 of Bach’s Chorales
(Cambridge University Press, 1921), 307.
62
Johann Sebastian Bach, Einige canonische Veränderungen über das Weihnachtslied: Vom Himmel hoch
da komm’ ich her, Bach-Gesellschaft, Ausgabe, vol. 15, ed. Ernst Naumann (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1893),
137.
63

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel hoch: Choralkantata über Luthers Weihnachtslied, ed.
Karen Lehmann (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1985), 7.






Mendelssohn also uses a Lutheran chorale as a major source for the piece, which was a

technique Bach frequently employed in his music. The tune of the chorale serves as a melody in
Movement 1 in a declamatory homophonic setting (Musical Example 3.3). Mendelssohn
appreciated the Lutheran chorale as a part of “the expressive potential the cantata medium
afforded for working out the particular emotional and religious problems.”64 This also has
significance in that it expresses his German nationality. Brian W. Pritchard states, “his use of
Reformation hymns and tunes proclaimed his Christianity as uncompromisingly Protestant; and
his awakening nationalistic feelings were strengthened through the use of material specifically
German—the chorale melodies.”65
Musical Example 3.3. Mendelssohn, Movement 1 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 205-21466



64
Brian W. Pritchard, “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas: An Appraisal,” The Musical Quarterly 62, no. 1
(January 1976): 8.
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Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel hoch, 40.




The chorale tune also serves to unify the overall structure. Specifically, Bach frequently

uses chorale tunes to design multi-movement works in a symmetrical overall structure, for
example, Christ lag in Todes Banden, BWV 4. Likewise, Mendelssohn creates a symmetrical
framework with choruses that open and close the work, and a chorus that is at the center of the
work. Each of these three choruses is in C major and is based on the same chorale tune. Figure
3.2 shows the overall symmetrical structure.

Figure 3.2. Symmetrical Structure of chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”
The influence of Handel is prominent throughout Mendelssohn’s writing. As Handel was
an international figure involved to the royal court and public occasions in England, his style
reflects a “grand ceremonial mode,”67 that can be described as having “expansive, vocally
grateful [melodic] quality and clear transparent polyphony.”68 Mendelssohn performed, edited
and published a number of Handel’s works including Israel in Egypt, HWV 54, Messiah, HWV
56, and Dettingen Te Deum, HWV 283. Movement 6 of “Vom Himmel hoch” demonstrates this
ceremonial mode through fanfare-like dotted rhythms in the brass and percussion, incessant

67

Anthony Hicks, "Handel (Händel, Hendel), George Frideric (Georg Friederich)," Grove Music Online,
Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed February 23, 2019.
68

Hellmuth Christian Wolff, Ernest Sanders and Luise Eitel, “Mendelssohn and Handel,” The Music
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arpeggiated figures in the strings, and a declamatory homophonic chorus (Musical Example 3.4).
The musical figures are reminiscent of those in one of the most ceremonial works by Handel—
Zadok the Priest, HWV 258 in Coronation Anthems (Musical Example 3.5).
Musical Example 3.4. Mendelssohn, Movement 6 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 1-269
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Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel hoch, 62.





Musical Example 3.5. G. F. Handel, Zadok the Priest, HWV 258 in Coronation Anthems,
mm. 1-370
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Georg Friedrich Händel, Zadok the Priest, G.F. Händels Werke, vol. 14, ed. Friedrich Chrysander
(Leipzig: Deutsche Händelgesellschaft, 1863), 1.






Mendelssohn applies the Baroque concept of Affects,71 which means the expression of

“only one emotion was depicted in a movement by spinning motives out into variants, repeating
at certain points, but seldom introducing anything that could be construed as a contrasting
figure.”72 This technique involves not only emotional expression but also formal unity.
Mendelssohn, despite being a Romantic composer, employs only one affect in each movement
using a specifically designed motive. Moreover, he uses a particular rhetoric device to symbolize
each specific emotion. In Movement 2, a recurrent motive expresses a “desire for God.” The
feeling of “desire” is depicted with melodic figuration on an ascending 5th ending on the
dominant. This motive is repeated numerous times by a baritone soloist, with instrumental
echoes, throughout the movement, which creates formal unity in a rondo-like form. By
concluding this aria with the echoed motive followed by a dominant chord (EM) (Musical
Example 3.6), Mendelssohn creates the unresolved tension of “desire,” which eventually is
relieved in the next chorale movement, which begins in A minor.
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“The Affects were rationalized emotional states or passions. After 1600 composers generally sought to
express in their vocal music such affects as were related to the texts, for example, sadness, anger, hate, joy, love and
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and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Macmillan, 2001), 1:181.
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Musical Example 3.6. Mendelssohn, Movement 2 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 43-4973

Viennese Classical Influences
Baroque influences are co-mingled with Viennese Classical traditions following the
rationale approach of “elegance, restraint, formality and objectivity”74 which has been attributed
to Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. Mendelssohn applied this Classical style to form, specifically
with sonata process. Movement 1, for example, progresses in the scheme of exposition,
development and recapitulation including contrasting themes and harmonic shifts. At the same
time, Baroque approaches to texture and motivic elements are present and manifested in
homophonic and polyphonic textures with specifically designed motives according to the texts.
Figure 3.3 provides an analysis of Movement 1.
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Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel hoch: Choralkantata über Luthers Weihnachtslied, edited by
Karen Lehmann, piano arrangement by Karl Marx (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1983), 20.
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EXPOSITION

DEVELOPMENT

RECAPITULATION

(mm. 1-81)

(mm. 82-151)

(mm.152-204)

Instrumental introduction;
C major

2nd theme;
A minor/ E minor;
modulation;
polyphony

Instrumental introduction;
E minor

1st theme; C major;
homophony

CODA
(mm. 205-236)

Chorale;
C major;
homophony

1st theme; C major;
homophony

2nd theme; A minor;
polyphony

2nd theme; C major;
polyphony

Closing theme; C major;
homophony

Closing theme; extended
by dominant 7th chord

Figure 3.3. Analysis of Movement 1 from chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”
In the Classical idiom, Movement 4 features the style galant75 in melodic shape and
harmonic language. The theme is delineated with arch-shaped, four-bar phrasing evoking
Mozartian tunefulness accompanied by a simple harmonic progression. Mendelssohn develops
this theme in variation form. The original theme appears in mm. 1-4 in clarinet I, and is sung by
a soprano soloist in mm. 13-16 (Musical Example 3.7.1). In mm. 33-36, the soprano soloist sings
Variation I in the arpeggiated formula (Musical Example 3.7.2), and in mm. 32-36, all strings
play Variation II, the arpeggiated running figures in imitated polyphonic setting (Musical
Example 3.7.3).



75
Style Galant: “In the 18th century writings about music, the free or homophonic style as opposed to the
strict, learned, or contrapuntal style. Traits attributed to the galant style by various 18th-century theorists include
light texture, periodic phrasing with frequent cadences, liberally ornamented melody, simple harmony and free
treatment of dissonance. Historically, the galant is the characteristic style of the early Classical period…In general
usage, the term galant denoted that which was pleasing, refined, elegant, witty, natural, enjoyable, sophisticated,
polite, and in good taste.” Randel, The Harvard Dictionary, 341.







Musical Example 3.7.1. Mendelssohn, Movement 4 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 1-4 in
clarinet I and mm. 13-16 in soprano solo; Original Theme76

Musical Example 3.7.2. Mendelssohn, Movement 4 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 33-36 in
soprano solo; Variation I

Musical Example 3.7.3. Mendelssohn, Movement 4 from “Vom Himmel hoch,” mm. 32-35 in
violin I; Variation II

In addition, Mendelssohn uses sonata-rondo approach in this movement. The alternation
of an original theme and the modified themes with the episodic materials results in rondo
procedure. At the same time, the arrangement of texts and the key scheme reflects sonata process.
Instead of the complicated chromaticism and intricate texture of the Baroque period or longwinded expression of the Romantic period, the clearly drawn themes and the simple harmonic
language, including the cadential point in each section based on the dominant-tonic relation, lead
to the restrained elegance of the Classical idiom. Figure 3.4 is a formal analysis of Movement 4.
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These score excerpts were created by Finale and based on Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel
hoch: Choralkantata über Luthers Weihnachtslied, ed. Karen Lehmann (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1985), 53, 55.






EXPOSITION

DEVELOPMENT

(mm. 1-43)

(mm. 44-66)

a b va77
a’ c va’’
Verse 8
Verse 10
G major
D major
Original theme by Cl I (mm. 1) Original theme by Fl I
and soprano solo (mm. 13)
(mm. 44)
Variation I by soprano solo
(mm. 33)

Variation I by soprano solo
(mm. 59)

Variation II by Fl I, II, and Cl
I, II in imitative polyphony
(mm. 33)

Variation II by Fl I, II, and Cl
I, II in imitative polyphony
(mm. 59)

RECAPITULATION
(mm. 67-104)

va’’ d va’’’
Verse 8
G major
New theme by soprano
solo with Variation II by
Fl I, II (mm. 67)

Figure 3.4. Formal Analysis of Movement 4 from chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”
Romantic Influences
Along with historical influences, Mendelssohn uses his romantic voice to express an
imaginative nature and create a dramatic effect. Specifically, his harmonic language
demonstrates the romantic ideal of “yearning” through expressive chromaticism. In this cantata,
Mendelssohn, still in a conservative mind-set, creates tonal clarity by focusing on a dominanttonic relation. He achieves a Romantic feel by freely managing modulations through secondary
dominants and diminished chords to expand his expressive scope. In the nineteenth century, the
desire to expand the musical scope and to achieve expressive freedom featured the third relation
to become a separate entity.78 Influenced by this trend, Mendelssohn designed the key scheme of
his entire work mostly by third relations. Figure 3.5 provides the key scheme of the overall
structure.
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a designates the section dominated by original theme; b designates the episodic section; va designates the
variation of the original theme.
78



Ibid.





Figure 3.5. Key Scheme of the Overall Structure of chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”79
Mendelssohn also creates an impressive moment in the harmonic progression by
connecting Movement 5 to Movement 6. Movement 5 ends on a dominant seventh chord (B7),
which is commonly expected to resolve to E major or E minor. Instead, the B major seventh
chord is connected to the C major chord that opens Movement 6. The opening chord of
Movement 6, theoretically, serves as a pivot chord: VI in E minor and I in C major. In this
progression, it sounds surprisingly deceptive since the tutti ensemble strikes the C major chord in
an explosive manner. In addition, the tension is dramatically heightened by the dynamic
marking—molto crescendo—on the dominant seventh chord in Movement 5. In these ways,
Mendelssohn achieves romantic expansiveness and expressiveness (Musical Example 3.8).


79

The key relation between Movement 4 to 5 is interpreted as a relative (major-minor) relationship, which
was widely used from the seventeenth century as distinct from the third relation of the nineteenth century.







Musical Example 3.8. Mendelssohn, Movement 5, mm. 16-20 and Movement 6, mm. 1-2 from
“Vom Himmel hoch”80
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Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Vom Himmel hoch, 61-62.










It should be pointed out that Mendelssohn’s romantic techniques with regard to harmonic

language and formal continuity are quite conservative when compared to other contemporary
composers such as Liszt and Wagner. While they attempt to break rules for the sake of
expression, Mendelssohn’s romanticism evolves from traditional principles. Therefore, his love
for the traditional techniques of the Baroque and Classical period combined with his harmonic
approach created a style of “Romanticized Historicism.”81
Saint-Saëns: Oratorio de Noël, op. 12
Overview
Saint-Saëns composed Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 in 1858. This is a Latin oratorio using
liturgical texts from the Vulgate Bible and portions of the Christmas offices.82 Consisting of ten
movements including an instrumental prelude, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 has relatively small
forces: organ, strings, harp, five soloists and chorus. In style, this is less dramatic than more
typical oratorios. Only Movement 2 contains a recitative by soloists, but without dramatis
personae such as Jesus, angels, or even an evangelist. The role of the chorus also is limited. The
only dramatic function it serves is as the Heavenly Host in Movement 2. Otherwise, the chorus
serves to illuminate the significant text (“Christ” in Movement 4), sings a reflection inserted
between aria movements, provides a refrain supporting the soloists’ sections (Movements 4 and
9), and sings a concluding movement (Movement 10). That is, the style of recitatives and
choruses is less active and less directly related to the Christmas story compared to those of
German oratorios, which frequently include specific characters. Arias generally praise God and

81

The term "Romaniticized" is borrowed from Esther S. Yoo's document, "Old Wine in New Bottles: Felix
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Christ in a lyrical fashion. Thus, this oratorio is more like a cantata with its reduced use of
dramatic elements and restrained expression.
While the “Romanticized Historicism” seen in Mendelssohn’s piece is also apparent in
this piece, Saint-Saëns draws on his French sense, incorporating elements of archaic methods,
liturgical texts, and non-functional harmonic language. Figure 3.6 provides a basic overview of
each movement with performing forces, text sources, form, key, meter, and tempo.







MVT.

PERF.
FORCES

TEXT
SOURCES

FORM

KEY

Mvt. 1
(Prélude)

Strings, Organ

N/A

AA’A’’
Sonata
process

G major

Mvt. 2
(Récit et
Chœur)

Strings, Organ;
Soprano, Alto,
Tenor, and Baritone
solos; Chorus
(SATB)

Luke 2: 8-14

Throughcomposed
(Recitative)

G major;
A major

Mvt. 3
(Air)
Mvt. 4
(Air et
Chœur)
Mvt. 5
(Duo)
Mvt. 6
(Chœur)
Mvt. 7
(Trio)
Mvt. 8
(Quatuor)

Mvt. 9
(Quintette et
Chœur)

Mvt. 10
(Chœur)

ABA’B’
(Chorus)

Strings
(no Contrabass),
Organ;
Mezzosoprano solo
Strings, Organ;
Tenor solo; Chorus
(SA)
Organ, Harp;
Soprano and
Baritone solos
Strings, Organ;
Chorus (SATB)

Psalm 40:1

Throughcomposed

E major

John 11:27

AA’

C major

Psalm
118: 26-28

ABA’
Sonata
process
AB

A minor

Organ, Harp;
Soprano, Tenor, and
Basso solos
Strings
(no Contrabass),
Organ; Soprano,
Mezzosoprano, Alto,
and Baritone solos
Strings, Organ,
Harp; Soprano,
Mezzosoprano, Alto,
Tenor, Baritone
solos; Chorus
(SATB)
Strings, Organ;
Chorus (SATB)

Psalm 110:3

Psalm 2:1,
Lesser
Doxology

4/4
Andante
(Soprano
recitative)
Allegro
(Chorus)
3/4
Andante
espressivo
4/4
Moderato
commodo
4/4
Allegretto
Moderato
4/4
Allegro
3/4
Piu lento
4/4
Andante
con moto
6/8
Andantino

G minor;
G major

Isaiah 49:13

AA’
Sonata
process
AA’

Lamentations
2:19,
Isaiah 62:1

ABA’
Ritornellolike form

G major;
G minor

12/8
Allegretto

Psalm
96:8-13

AABBCB

G major

4/4
Maestoso

Figure 3.6. Overview of Oratorio de Noël, op. 12



D minor;
B-flat major

METER
and
TEMPO
12/8
Allegretto

D major





Baroque Influences
Like Mendelssohn, Saint-Saëns was influenced by Bach as indicated in his notation on
the score, “Dans le style de Séb. Bach” (in the style of Sebastian Bach). Movement 1, an
instrumental prelude, displays the borrowed musical idea of the pastorale83 style in G major
from Sinfonia from Part II of Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248 by Bach84 (Musical Example
3.9 and 3.10).
Musical Example 3.9. J. S. Bach, Sinfonia from Part II of Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248,
mm. 1-385


83

“A work of literature or music that represents or evokes life in the countryside, especially that of
shepherds…In instrumental works of the period, pastoral life was evoked by such features as drone basses, dotted
rhythms in moderate or slow 6/8 or 12/8 as in the siciliana . . . such music was often associated with the pastoral
element in the Christmas story and thus with Christmas itself.” Randel, The Harvard Dictionary, 638.
84
85

Smither, The Oratorio, 568.

Johann Sebastian Bach, Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248, Neue Ausgabe Sämtlicher Werke, 2nd ser.,
vol. 6, eds. Walter Blankenburg and Alfred Dürr (Basel, London and New York: Bärenreiter Kassel, 1960), 57.







Musical Example 3.10. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-786

Saint-Saëns displays formal unity throughout his symmetrical structure. He restates the
main theme of Movement 1 in Movement 9 in an elaborated and extended fashion. In Movement
9, he uses all of the performing forces and assigns the main theme to the soloists (Musical
Example 3.11). The theme also is used in an instrumental insertion creating ritornello-like form
(Musical Example 3.12). This technique is similar to Bach’s method seen in Part II of
Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248.87

86

Camille Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12: Weihnachtsoratorium, ed. Thomas Kohlhase (Stuttgart:
Carus-Verlag, 1982), 6.
87

“In Part II of the Bach oratorio, the pastorale accompanies the final chorus, while, in Saint-Saëns’s work,
it accompanies the quintet and chorus in the next-to-last number.” Smither, The Oratorio, 569.







Musical Example 3.11. Saint-Saëns, Movement 9 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 21-2488

Musical Example 3.12. Saint-Saëns, Movement 9 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 29-3389
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Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, 52.
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Saint-Saëns demonstrates his affinity for form in each movement as well as the entire
framework. For example, Movement 3 opens with the main theme played by organ first at mm. 1
which is imitated by cello at mm. 3 and repeated by violin I and II at mm. 25 with a slight
melodic modification.90 A mezzosoprano sings in through-composed form according to the text
contents. Saint-Saëns brings the same theme and structure of the beginning to the ending. In
addition, the design that the strings are placed before the organ and the cello effectively creates a
symmetrical form (Musical Example 3.13.1 and 3.13.2).


90



When repeating the main theme, each instrument line has slight modifications to fit in the musical flow.





Musical Example 3.13.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 3 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-2991
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Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, 16.




Musical Example 3.13.2. Saint-Saëns, Movement 3 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 62-8092

Saint-Saëns utilizes a ritornello-like and refrain form. In Movement 9, he places chorus
refrain with the same texts and melodic figures in unison in mm. 28-32 and 42-46 after soloists’
sections (Musical Example 3.14). Plus, each chorus refrain is followed by instrumental ritornello
in mm. 32-33 and 46-47 (Musical Example 3. 12 on the page 44), which strengthens a sense of
unity throughout this movement.
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Musical Example 3.14. Saint-Saëns, Movement 9 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 42-4693

The concept of Affects is used as an expressive tool. Movement 8 demonstrates a single
emotion “joyfulness.” Based on a rhythmic motive consisting of quarter and 8th notes, SaintSaëns designs each section in the same fashion. The first section and second section are almost
identical in melodic and harmonic content, but the voicing of soloists has been reconfigured
creating a textural variety. Musical Example 3.15.1 and 3.15.2 show that the main theme by the
alto soloist is elaborated upon by other soloists who maintain the same musical idea. The last
section imitates the first section in shortened length, including a tempo change which closes the
movement. The simple rhythmic motive along with the unified melodic and harmonic plan
expresses a single mood throughout this movement, which shows a Baroque-influenced approach.
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Musical Example 3.15.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 8 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-694

Musical Example 3.15.2 Saint-Saëns, Movement 8 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 19-2495
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Influenced by Bach, Saint-Saëns, like Mendelssohn, writes the last movement as a four-

part chorale. Because this kind of treatment reflects a strong sense of Protestant Christianity, this
movement seems quite odd in French music where Catholicism was prevalent. Considering that
the Church of La Madeleine, where Saint-Saëns worked as an organist, was a typical Roman
Catholic Church, this application of the Protestant style is unique and quite surprising.
Consequently, it is doubtful that this piece was performed during the regular liturgy. This
chorale-like movement is traditional with simple harmonization and a doubling of instruments
(Musical Example 3.16).
Musical Example 3.16. Saint-Saëns, Movement 10 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-696

Like Mendelssohn, Saint-Saëns employs elements of Handel’s style as well. The
structure of Movements 1 and 2 in this oratorio is similar to that of Movements 13 through 18 in
Messiah. Both depict the same scene in the Christmas story, with the shepherds and heavenly
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hosts (Luke 2:8-14). Both begin with an instrumental introduction in a pastoral mood in 12/8,
followed by narration sung by soloist(s) in an alternation of recitative secco and recitative
accompagnato. Both also conclude with a chorus.
Movement 6 also has a similar texture that reflects Handelian choral writing. The
powerful and declamatory homophony is accompanied by vigorous orchestral patterns, which are
followed by imitative polyphony. The texture is dominated by repetitive motives in voices and
orchestra in a Baroque style. Specifically, the incessant repetition of the rhythmic motive in
orchestra creates a propulsive force before getting to the transitional passage at mm.33 (Musical
Example 3.17.1 and 3.17.2).
Musical Example 3.17.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 6 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-497
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Musical Example 3.17.2. Saint-Saëns, Movement 6 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 9-1698
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In the aria movements, Saint-Saëns employs an Italian operatic style, which was a

common approach for solo movements in cantatas and oratorios in the Baroque period.
Movement 5 demonstrates the typical style of the Baroque duet in an elaborated fashion: the use
of suspensions (mm. 6-7, 13, 19-21); virtuosic melismas in mm. 26-29 (Musical Example 3.18.1);
imitative entrances that converge at the end of each phrase in mm. 22, 38, 56, 64, and 69; the
sweetness of 3rds and 6ths between the two voices in mm. 21-22 and 37-38 (Musical Example
3.18.2); and sequential progression toward a climactic point in mm. 64-66 (Musical Example
3.18.3). Concluding this movement, Saint-Saëns turns to an improvisatory organ passage with a
picardy third at the final cadence. The quick shift from the operatic aria style to a liturgical style
demonstrates Saint-Saëns’s eclectic approach (Musical Example 3.18.3).
Musical Example 3.18.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 5 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 27-3299
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Camille Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12: Weihnachtsoratorium, edited by Thomas Kohlhase, vocal
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Musical Example 3.18.2. Saint-Saëns, Movement 5 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 36-38100

Musical Example 3.18.3. Saint-Saëns, Movement 5 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 62-71101
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Viennese Classical Influences
Like Mendelssohn, Saint-Saëns displays the Viennese Classical style in his treatment of
melodies and phrasing. In Movement 1, for example, he creates a melodic figure in which
rhythmic motives taken from the pastorale patterns are manipulated into a tuneful melodic line
in an arch-shaped, four-bar phrase (Musical Example 3.19.1). In this way, the theme is more
easily recognized as a melodic unit than are Bach’s motivic materials (Musical Example 3.19.2).
Musical Example 3.19.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 6-9 in
violin I102

Musical Example 3.19.2. J. S. Bach, Sinfonia from Part II of Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248,
mm. 1 in flute I and violin I103

In addition, Saint-Saëns uses a sonata process in the form. The main theme clearly
repeats passing through a modulation, which can be interpreted as a variation form. Even though
it is not enough to become a completed sonata form due to the omission of the development
section and a contrasting theme, the fact that the third section begins in the original key of G
major with all strings playing the main theme in unison (Musical Example 3.20), simulates the
recapitulation of a sonata approach.
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This musical example was created in Finale and based on Camille Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op.
12: Weihnachtsoratorium, ed. Thomas Kohlhase (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1982), 6.
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This musical example was created in Finale and based on Johann Sebastian Bach, Johann Sebastian
Bach, Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248, Neue Ausgabe Sämtlicher Werke, 2nd ser., vol. 6, eds. Walter
Blankenburg and Alfred Dürr (Basel, London and New York: Bärenreiter Kassel, 1960), 57.







Musical Example 3.20. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 34-37104

Movement 5 incorporates two forms: through-composed and sonata form. In the throughcomposed approach, Saint-Saëns utilizes different thematic ideas in each of three sections. At the
same time, the third section returns to the original key and takes the same sequence of harmonies
and rhythmic figuration in the instruments, which evokes the beginning ideas and indicates a
quasi-recapitulation (Musical Example 3.21). In this way, Saint-Saëns exhibits his skill by
combining two formal techniques, manipulating the melodic figures and the harmonic scheme.


104



Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, 8.





Musical Example 3.21. Saint-Saëns, Movement 5 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-9 and
56-58105
Exposition

Recapitulation
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Romantic Influences
Saint-Saëns combines past approaches with contemporary techniques to expand his
musical scope specifically through harmonic and expressive devices. As in Mendelssohn’s music,
the overall harmonic language is fairly traditional, but Saint-Saëns accomplishes the Romantic
ideal of “longing” through chromaticism.106 In Movement 7, a chromatic line makes a long
modulatory journey for fifteen measures before actually arriving at mm. 34. The soprano soloist
sings the descending chromatic line accompanied by numerous harmonic shifts in the organ and
harp. From the departure at mm. 20 on an F major chord through the final chord of G major at
mm. 34, the modulatory shift creates diverse harmonic color every half-bar, incorporating third
relations. In addition, Saint-Saëns injects the sudden archaic sound of chant in the midst of this
romantic chromaticism. Beginning at m.27, the harmony stays on a B major chord for four
measures where he employs chant-like music, with the voices set homophonically (Musical
Example 3.22).
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Christopher John Murray, ed., Encyclopedia of the Romantic Era 1760-1850 (New York: the Taylor &
Francis Group), 547.







Musical Example 3.22. Saint-Saëns, Movement 7 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 29-36107


107



Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, ed. Volker Blumenthaler, 28-30.
















The overall key scheme demonstrates Saint-Saëns’s eclectic ability in which long-

breathed chromaticism, including third relations to create diverse harmonic colors in the
Romantic style, is incorporated with chant-like static harmonization in an archaic style. Figure
3.7 demonstrates the harmonic analysis of the chromatic progression including the third relation
incorporated with chant-like figuration evoking the static moment.

Figure 3.7. Harmonic Analysis of Movement 7, mm. 20-34 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12
Saint-Saëns utilizes third relations, especially in chromatic modulation and the key frame
by sections within each movement, rather than in the whole structure as seen in Mendelssohn’s
music. Saint-Saëns uses the third relation only once between Movement 3 (E major) and
Movement 4 (C Major). The third relation appears more frequently within movements including
Movements 1 (G Major – B Minor – G Major) and 6 (D Minor – B-flat Major).
Saint-Saëns employs more audacious techniques to create specific effects. In Movement
6, Saint-Saëns displays non-functional harmonic language with chant-like figuration. It is a
striking moment where the pitches move up by half steps in linear progression regardless of their
harmonic function. While the voices and organ move up by half steps in unison, the oscillation of
chromatic figuration in the strings creates dissonances which in turn boosts tension but in a static







manner. This two-part texture is sparse, depicting the idea of the text as “a vain thing.” This
passage concludes when the rising chromatic line reaches an F pitch, which acts as a dominant of
B-flat major for the following section by returning to a more functional harmonic practice
(Musical Example 3.23).
Musical Example 3.23. Saint-Saëns, Movement 6 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 33-52108


108



Saint-Saëns, Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, 32.





In a similar fashion, Movement 1 contains a linear harmonic progression. Saint-Saëns
employs a modulation in which an E pitch moves straight to E-flat, D and C in unison regardless
of the chord in mm. 32 and 33, then arrives in G major at mm. 34 returning to the traditional
chordal progression (Musical Example 3.24). The melodic line suggested by the horizontal
procedure leads to a C minor chord. This is distinct from Mendelssohn’s piece, which is based
completely on a functional and chordal progression in a traditional harmonic approach.







Musical Example 3.24. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 29-37109

French Characteristics
Saint-Saëns and Mendelssohn share common Austro-Germanic conservative
characteristics. Saint-Saëns, however, utilizes a more diverse style in eclectic approach than
Mendelssohn including some archaic features with a Catholic taste and in the French tradition.
Saint-Saëns incorporates modal inflection in a traditional tonal framework. The first five
measures in Movement 1 can be interpreted from two points of view. In the theoretical approach,
the five measures can be analyzed as an extended dominant, which was one of the typical
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harmonic approach in the nineteenth century. The F-sharp pitch functions as a leading-tone and a
long pedal tone on D suggests the dominant of G major, which arrives at its tonic at mm. 6
(Musical Example 3.25.1). In the auditory approach, the harmonic scheme suggests modal
inflection as the top voice introduces the main theme in Mixolydian mode. In addition, the
archaic feel is strengthened by the harmonic intervals of octave and 5th, which are considered as
perfect consonances in the Medieval era. Not only that, the F-sharp pitch in mm. 2 is not part of
the functional practice because it suggests an escape-tone rather than a leading-tone (Musical
Example 3.25.2).
Musical Example 3.25.1. Analysis in a Theoretical Approach. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1
from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-2110

Musical Example 3.25.2. Analysis in an Auditory Approach. Saint-Saëns, Movement 1
from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-2111
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Along with the chant-like figures with static chords described earlier (Movement 6, mm.

33-39; Movement 7, mm. 27-30), textural variety with antiphonal and responsorial passages
creates an archaic effect. In Movement 9 between mm. 69 and 81, the chant-like passage over the
static chord progression is answered by the “Alleluia” refrain in an antiphonal setting (Musical
Example 3.26).
Musical Example 3.26. Saint-Saëns, Movement 9 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 69-77112
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Although the contemporary French oratorio style had dramatic and operatic traits—for
example, Berlioz’s L’enfance du Christ, op. 25—Saint-Saëns was influenced by the Latin
oratorio tradition of the seventeenth century. Specifically, the recitative sections in Movement 2
show different characteristics from most of the chorus and aria movements which are in German
Baroque idiom.
Saint-Saëns’s recitative sections are in a lyrical style influenced by Marc-Antoine
Charpentier (1643-1704) who is considered the only representative oratorio composer in the
Baroque period in France. Charpentier studied with Giacomo Carissimi (1605-1674) in Italy and







brought his techniques to French oratorios.113 The typical style of Carissimi, such as triadic
melodic patterns and simple rhythmic figures,114 was incorporated into French music of the time.
Charpentier’s style of recitative is more flexible in melodic shape and combines element of
recitative, arioso and aria.115
In Movement 2, the tenor soloist begins with melodic figures in an ascending triad
reminiscent of Carissimi. These figures combine with a chant-like tune over a static chord in the
lyrical fashion where the melodic figuration creates a song-like passage including cadences
connected to the next soloists’ recitative. This method contrasts with the German recitatives
generally consisting of more jagged and irregular figuration in the spoken manner (Musical
Example 3.27.1). The soprano and baritone recitatives are obviously in a more arioso style,
written with sequential melodic progressions and fluid accompaniment. The soprano recitative
(Musical Example 3.27.2) even has a tempo indication (Andante) uncommon in the recitative
tradition. The baritone recitative (Musical Example 3.27.3) is similar to Mendelssohn’s arioso in
Movement 5 from “Vom Himmel hoch” and Handel’s arioso in Movement 17 from Messiah in
that the melody is accompanied by pulsed 8th notes with a simple harmonic language. SaintSaëns composes the entire recitative section in a continuous flow, not dividing it into separate
sections: recitative secco; recitative accompangato; or arioso.
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Musical Example 3.27.1. Saint-Saëns, Movement 2 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 1-4116

Musical Example 3.27.2. Saint-Saëns, Movement 2 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 32-37117

Musical Example 3.27.3. Saint-Saëns, Movement 2 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 70-74118
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Saint-Saëns’s eclectic ability goes further by incorporating a traditional dance form with

an archaic texture. In Movement 8, he uses the French Baroque dance form, Gigue,119 which
features specific rhythmic patterns in fast compound meter. (Musical Example 3.28)
Musical Example 3.28. Gigue Rhythm120

In addition to the traditional dance rhythm, Saint-Saëns employs the archaic texture of
call and response: an alto soloist leads the tune, which is imitated by soprano, mezzosoprano and
baritone soloists in a homophonic setting like a refrain. Furthermore, the harmonic language
achieves romantic lyricism where the chromatic progression is smoothly melded into the
traditional rhythm and texture. (Musical Example 3.29)



119
“A fast Baroque dance movement in binary form, the last movement of the mature suite. The details of
rhythms and texture vary greatly, deriving from Italian and French models.” Randel, Harvard Dictionary of Music,
351.
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Musical Example 3.29. Saint-Saëns, Movement 8 from Oratorio de Noël, op. 12, mm. 43-48121

Comparison and Contrast
From the examination of these two works—the chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch” by
Mendelssohn and Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 by Saint-Saëns, we find they share these common
features: first, both refer to the Baroque tradition which include a) melodic ideas from Bach and
textural ideas from Handel, b) symmetrical structure, c) unity of the music in each movement
using specific motives, and d) the concept of Affects as an expressive tool; secondly, both refer
to the Viennese Classical style in their formal clarity by using sonata process; and modest
harmonic language focusing on tonic-dominant relations; thirdly, both employ the contemporary
trend of using third relations and chromatic modulations.
Their respective national identities distinguish their styles. Mendelssohn is devoted to his
German heritage. First, his harmonic language is based on functional chordal progressions,
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which create a strong sense of direction. Secondly, chromatic modulation, which is led by the
secondary dominant and diminished seventh chords in a typical manner, never obfuscating the
tonal system. Thirdly, the contrapuntal writing follows traditional rules leading to dense and
thick textures. All the musical elements build tension gradually reaching the climactic peak,
which is resolved in a dramatic way. Consequently, the Christmas story in Mendelssohn’s hands
represents German expression with fullness, exuberance and energetic passion.
Conversely, Saint-Saëns utilizes a different sensitivity in his eclectic approach. He
embraces more diverse elements than Mendelssohn. Modal inflection, chant-like figuration, and
medieval textures evoke an archaic sense. The occasional deviations from traditional harmonic
language through linear progression, along with thin and sparse textures, bring a subtle and
serene feeling. He also freely changes moods by placing materials such as organ improvisation
or a Protestant chorale setting in an unexpected position. Therefore, Saint-Saëns’s account of the
Christmas story is less dramatic than Mendelssohn’s. Instead of the vivid emotion of the German
work, Saint-Saëns’s oratorio presents a meditative subtleness in the French manner with
simplicity, clarity and elegance.






CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION
Oratorio de Noël, op. 12 is a good example of Saint-Saëns’s “Conservative Eclecticism.”

This piece exhibits numerous Mendelssohnian conservative features following Austro-Germanic
principles. It is noteworthy that the influences of Bach, in a romanticized manner, bridged a
strong connection between Saint-Saëns and Mendelssohn. Saint-Saëns was, however, more
audacious than Mendelssohn, using a variety of techniques and musical sources in an eclectic
way. He brought archaic approaches to Mendelssohnian Historicism, and crafted a mixture of
Catholic and Protestant influences. Also, unexpected digressions in the harmonic language along
with the less dense texture added a unique flavor. Through adaptive approaches combining
conservative and creative features, Saint-Saëns developed what I call “Conservative
Eclecticism.”
Even though Mendelssohn elevated and refined the German Romantic tradition, his
potential may not have been fully realized due to his untimely death at the age of 38. However, I
maintain that his German spirit came alive with French taste thanks to Saint-Saëns, who rightly
was dubbed the “French Mendelssohn” (see Footnote 1).






APPENDIX: TEXT AND TRANSLATION
Mendelssohn’s chorale cantata “Vom Himmel hoch”122
In German

In English

1. Chor

1. Chorus

Vom Himmel hoch da komm ich her,
ich bring euch gute neue Mär,
der guten Mär bring ich soviel,
davon ich sing'n und sagen will.

From heaven on high I come to you;
I bring you good new tidings!
I bring you so many good tidings
of which I want to sing and speak.

Euch ist ein Kindlein heut geborn
von einer Jungfrau auserkorn,
ein Kindelein so zart und fein,
das soll euer Freud und Wonne sein.

To you this day a tiny child is born
of a chosen virgin;
a child so gentle and fine
who shall be your joy and delight.

2. Aria

2. Aria

Es ist der Herr Christ, unser Gott,
der will euch führn aus aller Not,
er will eu'r Heiland selber sein,
von allen Sünden machen rein.

It is the Lord Jesus Christ, our God!
He wants to lead you out of all misery;
he wants to be your Savior,
to make you pure and free from sin.

Er bringt euch alle Seligkeit,
die Gott der Vater hat bereit',
Es ist der Herr Christ, unser Gott!

He brings you all salvation,
which God the Father has prepared,
it is the Lord Jesus Christ, our God!

3. Choral

3. Choral

Er bringt euch alle Seligkeit,
die Gott der Vater hat bereit',
dass ihr mit uns im Himmelreich
sollt leben nun und ewiglich.

He brings you all salvation,
which God the Father has prepared,
so that you shall live wig us
in the kingdom of heaven, now and forevermore.
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The German text is based on a Martin Luther hymn found in “Wittenberg Hymnal” published in 1535.
This original poem contains 15 verses, from which Mendelssohn took numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 10, 12, and 15 for “Vom
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Annotations of Choral Repertoire, vol. 2, ed. Gordon Paine (Oregon: earthsongs, 2000), 302-303. The text
translation of Movement 4 and 5 is taken from Pamela Dellal, “Miscellaneous Translations: Felix Mendelssohn
‘Vom Himmel hoch,’” Emmanuel Music, August 2, 2019,
http://www.emmanuelmusic.org/notes_translations/translations_other/t_mendelssohn_vom_himmel_hoch.htm.







4. Aria

4. Aria

Sei willekomm, du edler Gast!
Den Sünder nicht verschmähet hast,
und kommst ins Elend her zu mir:
wie soll ich immer danken dir?

Be welcome, you noble guest!
You who have never disdained sinners,
and who comes here to me in misery:
how shall I be forever thankful to you?

Und wär die Welt vielmal so weit
von Gold und Edelstein bereit',
so wär sie doch dir viel zu klein,
zu sein ein kleines Wiegelein.

And even if the world was far and wide
adorned with gold and precious stones,
it would still be far too small
to be for you a cosy cradle.

5. Arioso

5. Arioso

Das also hat gefallen dir,
die Wahrheit anzuzeigen mir.
Wie aller Welt Macht, Ehr und Gut
vor dir nichts gilt, nichts hilft noch tut.

Thus it has also pleased you
to indicate the Truth to me.
As all the power, glory and wealth of the word
is as nothing before you, nothing else will serve to
help us.

6. Schlusschor

6. Final Chorus

Lob, Ehr sei Gott im höchsten Thron,
der uns schenkt seinen ein'gen Sohn.
Des freuen sich der Engel Schar
und singen uns solch neues Jahr.

Praise and honor be to God on the highest throne,
who gives to us his only son,
about which the host of angels rejoices
and sings to us of such a new year.




Saint-Saëns’s Oratorio de Noël, op. 12123
In Latin
1. Prélude (Dans le style de Séb. Bach)

In English
1.Prelude (In the style of Johann Sebastian
Bach)

2. Récit et choeur

2. Recitative and chorus

(Tenor) Et pastores erant in regione eadem
vigilantes et custodientes vigilias noctis
super gregem suum.

(Tenor) And there were in the same country
shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch
over their flock by night.

(Alto) Et ecce Angelus Domini stetit juxta
illos, et claritas Dei circumfulsit illos, et
timuerunt timore magno. Et dixit illis
Angelus:

(Alto) And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon
them, and the glory of the Lord shone round
about them, and they were sore afraid. And the
angel said unto them:

(Soprano) Nolite timere! Ecce enim
evangelizo vobis gaudium magnum, quod
erit omnipopulo: quia natus est vobis
hodie Christus Dominus in civitate David.
Et hoc vobis signum: Invenientes infantem
pannis involutum, et positum in praesepio.

(Soprano) “Fear not: for, behold, I bring you
good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all
people. For unto you is born this day in the city
of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.
And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find
the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in
a manger.”

(Baritone) Et subito facta est cum Angelo
multitudo militiae coelestis laudantium
Deum, et dicentium:

(Baritone) And suddenly there was with the
angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising
God, and saying:

(Chorus) Gloria in altissimis Deo, et in
terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis!
(Luke 2:8-14)

(Chorus) “Glory to God in the highest, and on
earth peace, good will toward men.”
(Luke 2:8-14)

3. Air

3. Air

Expectans expectavi Dominum. Et intendit I waited patiently for the Lord and he inclined
mihi. (Psalm 40:1)
unto me. (Psalm 40:1)
4. Air et choeur

4. Air and chorus

Domine, ego credidi, quia tu es Christus,
Filius Dei vivi, qui in hunc mundum
venisti. (John 11:27)

“Yea, Lord: I believe that thou art the Christ,
the Son of God, which should come into the
world.” (John 11:27)
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All English text references of this piece come from the King James version of the Bible.


5. Duo

5. Duet

Benedictus, qui venit in nomine Domini!
Deus Dominus, et illuxit nobis.
Deus meus es tu, et confitebor tibi.
Deus meus es tu et exaltabo te.
(Psalm 118:26-28)

Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the
Lord.
The Lord is God, and he has given us light.
You are my God, and I will give thanks to you:
You are my God, I will praise you.
(Psalm 118: 26-28)

6. Choeur

6. Chorus

Quare fremuerunt gentes et populi meditati Why do the heathen rage, and the people
imagine a vain thing? (Psalm 2:1)
sunt inania? (Psalm 2:1)
Gloria Patri, gloria Filio, gloria Spiritui
Sancto. Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et
semper, et in saecula saeculorum. Amen.

Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the
Holy Ghost. As it was in the beginning, is now,
and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.

7. Trio

7. Trio

Tecum principium in die virtutis tuae in
splendoribus Sanctorum. (Psalm 110:3)
8. Quatuor

With you is sovereignty in the splendor of
holiness on the day of your birth. (Psalm 110:3)
8. Quartet

Alleluja. Laudate coeli, et exulta terra,
quia consulatus est Dominus populum
suum; et pauperum suorum miserebitur.
(Isaiah 49:13)

Hallelujah. Sing, O heavens; and be joyful, O
earth. For the Lord hath comforted his people,
and will have mercy upon his afflicted.
(Isaiah 49:13)

9. Quintette et choeur

9. Quintet and chorus

Consurge, filia Sion. Alleluja. Lauda in
nocte, in principio vigiliarum. Alleluja.
(Lamentations 2:19)

Arise, daughter of Zion. Hallelujah. Praise God
in the night: in the beginning of the watches.
Hallelujah. (Lamentations 2:19)

Egrediatur ut splendor justus Sion, et
Salvator ejus ut lampas accendatur.
Alleluja. (Isaiah 62:1)

Until Zion’s righteousness thereof go forth as
brightness, and the salvation thereof as a lamp
that burneth. Hallelujah. (Isaiah 62:1)

10. Choeur

10. Chorus

Tollite hostias, et adorate Dominum in
atrio sancto ejus. Laetentur coeli, et exultet
terra a facie Domini, quoniam venit.
Alleluja. (Psalm 96: 8-13)

Bring an offering and come into his courts. Let
the heavens rejoice, and let the earth be glad,
before the Lord: for he cometh. Hallelujah.
(Psalm 96:8-13)
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