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Preface

Composed: 1872 in Paris

First performance: 19 January 1873 at the Société des Concerts du
Conservatoire in Paris

Original publisher: Durand & Fils, Paris

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons — 2 Horns,
2 Trumpets — Timpani — Strings

Duration: ca. 18 minutes

‘Oddly enough, you can talk with musicians for hours about the music of France, yet it would
never occur to anyone to mention the name Saint-Saéns.” Thus the French writer and music
critic Romain Rolland expressed his bewilderment at Saint-Saéns’ neglect in turn-of-the-
century France, a sentiment that reflects the country’s general ambivalence towards her most
Romantic composer. During his lifetime, Saint-Saéns initially enjoyed great popularity but
later suffered from his countrymen’s contempt. If his music was resisted and finally ignored,
this was due not least to the fact that he was never part of a particular movement or school
but remained true to his own aesthetic ideals and compositional style. As a result, works that
had once seemed new and even revolutionary were decades later decried as reactionary. Out-
side France, conversely, Saint-Saéns was able to establish a reputation for himself, his music
increasingly appreciated, except for those two periods when war-time tensions caused his
reputation to sink in 1870-71 and again from 1914 to 1918.

Writing in the Revue blanche on 15 November 1901, Debussy noted that his colleague ‘knows
the musical universe better than anybody’? Few other composers, it may be added, have left
such an extensive and comprehensive corpus of works. Not only did he write symphonic and
dramatic music, vocal and chamber works, piano music, military band music and ballet
music, but also the first original soundtrack for a film, L'assassinat du Duc de Guise (1908).
His concertos date from every period of his long life, extending, as they do, from his Violin
Concerto in C major Op. 58, which he wrote in 1858 and which was later officially designat-
ed his Second Violin Concerto, to his Second Cello Concerto in D minor Op. 119 of 1902.

! Quoted by Michael Stegemann, Camille Saint-Saéns und das franzésische Solokonzert von 1850 bis 1920 (Mainz,
1984), 10; trans. Ann C. Sherwin as Camille Saint-Saéns and the French Solo Concerto from 1850 to 1920 (Portland,
Oregon, 1991), 18. Stegemann’s study continues to offer the best overview of the composer’s concertante output.
Claude Debussy, Monsieur Croche et autres écrits, ed. Frangois Lesure (Paris, 1987), p. 57; trans. Richard Langham
Smith as Debussy on Music: The Critical Writings of the Great French Composer (Ithaca, New York, 1977), 54:
‘M. Saint-Saéns est ’homme qui sait le mieux la musique du monde entier.’
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The genre as a whole owed a great deal to Saint-Saéns, for it had lost much of its prestige
in 19th-century France and become the poor cousin of music, having sunk to the level of a
purely virtuosic display vehicle, its goal, for the most part, being to provide orchestral back-
ing for the soloist’s brilliant pyrotechnics. Everything that departed from the medium’s
three-movement norm and from the orchestra’s subordinate function and that distracted
the audience from the soloist’s playing was found to be puzzling and even disturbing by
audiences and critics alike. As a result, Saint-Saéns’ concertos were bound to encounter re-
sistance for not only did they flout all formal expectations but they created a new and more
balanced relationship between the solo instrument and the orchestra, thereby challenging the
soloist’s previous predominance. And yet so egregious did their perceived shortcomings
appear that performances of these concertos were greeted by vociferous protests and derided
by many of the critics of the time,

In 1872, following the political débacle of the Franco-Prussian War and personal disappoint-
ment at the failure of his opera La princesse jaune, Saint-Saéns turned his attention to the
cello, completing his First Cello Sonata in C minor Op. 32 and his First Cello Concerto in
A minor Op. 33. He may even have worked on both pieces simultaneously. (It is striking
in this context that 30 years later he worked on his Second Cello Sonata in F major Op. 123
and his Second Cello Concerto in D minor Op. 119 at more or less the same time.) We do
not know why Saint-Saéns suddenly developed his interest in the cello, but it is conceivable
that he was encouraged to write both works by the concerto’s dedicatee, Auguste Tolbecque,
who also gave its first performance. In much the same way Pablo de Sarasate inspired him
to write a number of his works for violin and orchestra.

Saint-Saéns’ First Cello Concerto was given its first performance by the Société des Concerts
du Conservatoire on 19 January 1873. According to Jean Bonnerot, the society’s long-stand-
ing secretary and later the composer’s biographer, this was an honour rarely granted to living
composers, who were felt to be ‘intruders’.> The response was positive, and the Revue et
Gazette musicale de Paris reported in detail on the ‘new and important work’ under the
heading ‘Nouvelles diverses’:

‘If Monsieur Saint-Saéns decides to remain on this path, which is one he has already explored
with his Violin Concerto, his Trio in F and other works of lesser import, he is certain to win
back many of the votes that he lost with the all-too-flagrant waywardness of a number of his
earlier works.’

The anonymous critic hailed the piece as

‘beautiful and good, admirable in its sentiments, perfect in its cohesion and with a form
which, as usual, is of the greatest interest. Strictly speaking, it is a Concertstiick, for its three

3 Jean Bonnerot, C. Saint-Saéns: Sa vie et son ceuvre, 2nd edn (Paris, 1922), 69: ‘A la Société des Concerts du
Conservatoire, le violoncelliste Auguste Tolbecque obtenait du Director Deldevez la permission de jouer (19 jan-
vier) le Concerto en la mineur pour violoncelle, honneur, en ce temps-13, rarement accordé aux auteurs vivants, que
I’on regardait comme des intrus.’
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relatively short movements follow each other without a break. The orchestra plays an impor-
tant role here, giving the work its symphonic character, a character to which every self-
respecting concerto since Beethoven has aspired. The opening Allegro is brilliant and well
characterized; distinguishing features are by no means abundant and are invariably notable
for their fine style and good taste. The Minuet that follows is charming; its principal motif,
stated by the violins con sordino, would be march-like in character if it were not in triple time;
the solo cello soon adds a countermelody, and the movement as a whole creates a most felici-
tous impression. The opening of the final Allegro may be somewhat bland, but the ending is
warm and interesting.

The reviewer ends by praising the soloist’s contribution to the performance’s overall success.

Among the First Cello Concerto’s novel features are undoubtedly its formal structure. The
work is no longer cast in three separate movements: instead the individual sections pass into
cach other without a break, resulting in a single movement — in first-movement sonata form —
in which a minuet-like intermezzo functions as a point of repose. But even the very beginning
of the work left its audience surprised, for there is no extended orchestral introduction to
prepare for the soloist’s entry. Rather, a forte chord for the accompanying ensemble is all that
is required to usher in the impassioned first subject, which is entrusted to the soloist. But the
latter does not have an exclusive say, as would have been the case in one of the old virtuoso
concertos. When the reviewer of the first performance singled out Beethoven as Saint-Saéns’
model and spoke of the work’s ‘symphonic character’, he was referring to the orchestra’s
obvious involvement in the musical argument. The orchestral writing is translucent and
lean-textured, avoiding the danger of overwhelming the soloist, while themes and motifs
move effortlessly through the orchestra, solo winds and string groups engaging in dialogue
with each other or with the soloist, notably from bar 139 of the opening section onwards.
It comes as no surprise to read Adam Carse’s encomium of the composer in his History
of Orchestration: ‘His light touch and restraint served Saint-Saéns particularly well when
orchestrally accompanying solo instruments or solo voices; almost the only quite satisfactorily
scored violoncello concerto by a 19th-century composer is his well-known work in A minor.”
And Saint-Saéns’ perception of the way in which the function of the soloist had been trans-
formed when compared to that in the flood of virtuoso concertos of the earlier period is clear

4 Nouvelles diverses’, Revue et Gazette musicale, Vol. XL/4 (26 Jan. 1873), 30: ‘Si M. Saint-Saéns veut bien rester
dans cette voie, qui est celle ol nous avons rencontré déja son concerto de violon, son trio en fa, et quelques autres
ceuvres de moindre portée, il ralliera certainement bien des suffrages que la divergence par trop flagrante des ten-
dances de bon nombre de ses précédentes ouvrages entre eux lui avait aliénés. [...] une belle et bonne ceuvre, d’'un
sentiment excellent, d’une cohésion parfaite, et ot la forme, comme d’habitude, offre le plus grand intérét. Cest,
a proprement parler, un Concertstiick, car les trois morceaux, relativement courts, s’enchainent. L'orchestre y joue
le role important qui donne a 'ceuvre le caractére symphonique auquel tend, depuis Beethoven, tout concerto qui
se respecte. Le premier allegro est brillant, d’une allure bien caractérisée; les traits proprement dits n’y abondent
pas, et ils sont toujours marqués au coin de la bonne facture et du bon goit. Le menuet qui suit est charmant; le
motif principal, dit par les violons en sourdine, aurait le caractére d’une marche, sauf le rhythme ternaire; le vio-
loncelle solo vient bientdt y ajouter un contre-chant, et le tout est du plus heureux effet. Le début de I'allegro final
est assez indifférent; mais la terminaison est chaleureuse et intéressante.’

5 Adam Carse, The History of Orchestration (London, 1925; New York, 1964), 300.



VIII

from his remark that ‘the solo in a concerto is a role that must be conceived and performed
like a character in a drama’.¢

Saint-Saéns’ varied and creative approach to the formal models of his age, his radical break
with traditional listening habits and his reappraisal of the roles of the soloist and the accom-
panying orchestra by investing both with equal status are all notable aspects of his achieve-
ment, more especially in his First Cello Concerto Op. 33, a work that is now one of the pillars
of the cello repertory. If the French Romantic’s works were often misunderstood during his
lifetime, there is no longer any doubt about his importance for the development of French
music in the 19th century as a whole.

Wolfgang Birtel
Translation: Steward Spencer

¢ Quoted by Emile Baumann, Les grandes formes de la musique: L' Buvre de Camille Saint-Saéns, 2nd edn (Paris,
1923), 223: ‘Le solo d’un concerto est un 76/e qui doit étre congu et rendu comme un personnage dramatique.’
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Cello Concerto No. 1

Camille Saint-Saéns
(1835-1921)

Allegro non troppo Op' 33
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