
Camille Saint Saens Danse Macabre

Camille Saint-Saëns Danse Macabre is a composition that has captivated
audiences since its premiere in 1875. This evocative piece is a tone poem
that encapsulates the themes of death and the supernatural through its vivid
orchestration and haunting melodies. Saint-Saëns, a prolific French composer,
pianist, and organist, used this work to explore the idea of the dance of
death, a theme that has been prevalent in art and literature throughout
history. In this article, we will delve into the background, musical
structure, and lasting impact of Danse Macabre, as well as its place in the
broader context of Saint-Saëns' oeuvre.



Background of Camille Saint-Saëns and Danse
Macabre

Camille Saint-Saëns was born on October 9, 1835, in Paris, France. He was a
child prodigy who began composing music at a very young age. By the time he
was a teenager, Saint-Saëns had already established himself as a talented
pianist and a noted composer. His contributions to the world of classical
music extend beyond Danse Macabre; he is also known for his symphonies,
chamber music, and concertos, particularly the famous "Carnival of the
Animals" and "Piano Concerto No. 2."

Danse Macabre was initially written as a song for voice and piano, but it was
later orchestrated in 1874 and premiered the following year. The piece is
based on a poem by Henri Cazalis, which presents a vivid narrative of death
personified as a skeletal figure who invites the dead to dance at midnight.
The title, which translates to "Dance of Death," reflects the central theme
of the work, illustrating the cycle of life and death.

Inspiration and Themes

The inspiration for Danse Macabre draws significantly from the medieval
tradition of the danse macabre, which symbolizes the inevitability of death
and the idea that death comes for everyone, regardless of social status or
wealth. This theme was particularly resonant in the late 19th century, a time
when Europe was grappling with issues of mortality, spirituality, and the
afterlife.

The piece opens with the sound of a xylophone, representing skeletons
rattling their bones, followed by the haunting melody played by the violins.
The work captures a sense of eerie playfulness and dark whimsy, as the music
ebbs and flows, depicting the dance of the dead against the backdrop of a
moonlit night.

The Musical Structure of Danse Macabre

Danse Macabre is structured in a way that effectively tells the story of the
dance of death. The composition can be broken down into several key sections
that highlight its thematic elements.

1. Introduction

- The piece begins with a striking introduction featuring the xylophone,
which creates an unsettling atmosphere.
- The sound of the xylophone imitates the rattling bones of the dead, setting
the tone for what is to come.

2. The Main Theme

- After the introduction, the main theme is introduced by the violins,



representing the dance itself.
- The melody is lively and rhythmic, contrasting with the somber subject
matter.
- The strings and woodwinds interweave, creating an intricate tapestry of
sound that captures the energy of the dance.

3. Development Section

- The development section explores variations of the main theme, introducing
new motifs and harmonies.
- This section builds tension and excitement, as the music swells and
recedes, mimicking the ebb and flow of the dance.

4. Climax and Conclusion

- As the piece approaches its climax, the music becomes increasingly
frenetic, reflecting the chaos of the dance as more souls join in.
- The conclusion features a return to the xylophone motif, bringing the piece
full circle and ending on a haunting note.

Instrumentation

The orchestration of Danse Macabre is one of its defining features. Saint-
Saëns employed a unique combination of instruments to create a vivid
soundscape:

- Strings: The violins and cellos provide the primary melodic material,
conveying both grace and urgency.
- Woodwinds: Flutes and clarinets add color and depth, enhancing the imagery
of the dance.
- Brass: Horns and trumpets contribute to the majestic and eerie quality of
the piece, underscoring the themes of life and death.
- Percussion: The xylophone is perhaps the most iconic instrument in the
composition, symbolizing the skeletons and their dance.

This careful orchestration allows Saint-Saëns to paint a vivid picture of the
danse macabre, inviting listeners into a world where the boundaries between
life and death blur.

Legacy and Influence

Camille Saint-Saëns' Danse Macabre has left an indelible mark on the
classical music repertoire, and its influence extends beyond the concert
hall. The piece has inspired numerous adaptations and interpretations across
various media:

- Film and Television: Danse Macabre has been featured in various films,
animations, and television shows, often used to evoke a sense of the macabre
or to enhance scenes of supernatural elements.
- Popular Music: Elements of the piece have been incorporated into popular



music, showcasing its broad appeal and relevance.
- Art: The themes of Danse Macabre have inspired visual artists to create
works that explore the intersection of life and death, further cementing its
position in cultural history.

Conclusion

In summary, Camille Saint-Saëns' Danse Macabre is a masterful composition
that encapsulates the themes of death, life, and the dance that unites them.
Through its innovative orchestration, vivid imagery, and emotional depth,
this piece continues to resonate with audiences around the world. Its legacy
is a testament to Saint-Saëns' brilliance as a composer and the enduring
fascination with the themes it explores. Whether experienced in a concert
hall or through popular media, Danse Macabre remains a haunting reminder of
the dance that awaits us all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Danse Macabre' by Camille Saint-Saëns about?
'Danse Macabre' is a tone poem that depicts the dance of death, where Death
summons the dead from their graves to dance until dawn.

When was 'Danse Macabre' composed?
'Danse Macabre' was composed in 1874 and was originally written for
orchestra, later arranged for various ensembles.

What inspired Camille Saint-Saëns to write 'Danse
Macabre'?
The composition was inspired by a French superstition that on Halloween
night, Death appears at midnight to call the dead to dance.

What musical techniques are prominent in 'Danse
Macabre'?
'Danse Macabre' features eerie melodies, the use of the xylophone to
represent skeletons, and a waltz-like rhythm to enhance the dance theme.

How is 'Danse Macabre' structured musically?
'Danse Macabre' is structured in a series of contrasting sections that depict
the lively dance of the dead, starting with a haunting violin solo.

What instruments are used in 'Danse Macabre'?
'Danse Macabre' typically features strings, woodwinds, brass, percussion, and
a prominent part for the xylophone to imitate the sound of rattling bones.



Has 'Danse Macabre' been used in popular culture?
Yes, 'Danse Macabre' has been featured in various films, television shows,
and commercials, often to evoke a spooky or macabre atmosphere.

What is the significance of the xylophone in 'Danse
Macabre'?
The xylophone is significant in 'Danse Macabre' as it represents the sound of
rattling skeletons, contributing to the overall eerie atmosphere of the
piece.

How has 'Danse Macabre' influenced other composers?
'Danse Macabre' has influenced many composers and musicians, inspiring works
that explore similar themes of death and the supernatural in a light-hearted
or whimsical manner.
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