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A word from the composer

Camille Saint-Saëns

On three occasions in his career, Camille Saint-Saëns explained the genesis and

artistic aspirations of an opera that was particularly close to his heart. The

article of May 1911 and the programme note of January 1914 are especially

enlightening. These two texts, partially reproduced below, were published in

2012 by Marie-Gabrielle Soret in Camille Saint-Saëns, Écrits sur la musique et les

musiciens.

‘the story of an opéra-comique’
[may 1911]

Carvalho gave me Le Timbre d’argent, which he did not know what to do
with, several composers having refused it. There were good reasons for
that; along with an excellent subject matter, very well suited to music, this
libretto presented enormous defects. I requested substantial changes to
which the authors, Barbier and Carré, agreed at once, and, having with-
drawn to the heights of Louveciennes, in two months I drafted the five
acts that the work originally comprised.

It took me two years to get Carvalho to agree to hear my music.
Finally, weary of my solicitations and determined to get rid of me, Carvalho
invited me to dinner with my score: and after dinner, I found myself at
the piano, M. Carvalho on one side, Mme Carvalho on the other, both
extremely gracious, but with that sort of graciousness whose hidden
meaning could not escape me. They had no idea what was waiting for
them. Both of them genuinely loved music; and, little by little, they fell
under the spell of mine; seriousness replaced perfidious amiability; and



in the end, it was enthusiasm! Carvalho declared that he would have the
work scheduled for study as soon as possible; it was a masterpiece, it would
be a great success; but to ensure that success, Mme Carvalho must sing
the leading role. Now, in Le Timbre d’argent, the leading role is for a dancer,
and the female singer’s role was a very subsidiary one. That didn’t mat-
ter, he said, we would develop the role. Barbier invented a nice situation
to introduce the number ‘Le bonheur est chose légère’; but this was not
enough. Barbier and Carré racked their brains without finding anything;
for, in the theatre as elsewhere, there are problems that admit of no solu-
tion. Meanwhile, we were looking for a first-rate dancer; in the end we
had found one, recently retired from the Opéra, although she was still in
the full bloom of her beauty and talent. And we were still looking for a
way to make the role of Hélène worthy of Mme Carvalho.

The famous director had a compulsive habit: he wished to collabor-
ate on the works he performed in his theatre. Even if it was a work con-
secrated by time and success, it had to bear his stamp; and all the more
so if it was a new work. He would abruptly announce that you had to
change the period or the country where you had situated the action of
your piece. For a long time he pestered us with requests to make the dancer
a singer, whom his wife would play; later, he wanted to introduce a sec-
ond dancer alongside the first one. Since the piece, except for the pro-
logue and the epilogue, takes place in a dream, he took that as his excuse
for inventing the strangest tricks; did he not suggest to me one day that
we should introduce wild animals? On another occasion, he wanted to
delete all the music, except for the choruses and the role of the dancer,
with the rest to be performed by a troupe of actors. As Hamlet was then
being rehearsed at the Opéra and the rumour was going around that Mlle
Nilsson would play an aquatic scene, he wanted Mme Carvalho to swim
down to the bottom of a river to look for the fatal bell. Two more years
went by with these inanities.

Finally, it was decided to dispense with Mme Carvalho’s participa-
tion; the role of Hélène was entrusted to the beautiful Mlle Schroeder
and rehearsals began. They were interrupted by the bankruptcy of the
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Théâtre-Lyrique. Shortly afterwards, Perrin asked for Le Timbre d’ar-
gent for the Opéra. The adaptation of the work to that large stage de-
manded significant modifications; all the dialogue had to be set to music;
the composers got down to the job. Perrin was going to give us Mme
Carvalho for Hélène, M. Faure for Spiridion; but he wanted to make the
tenor part a trouser role for Mlle Wertheimber; he wished to engage
her, and had no other role to offer her. This transformation was impos-
sible. After several bouts of negotiation, Perrin gave in to the stubborn
refusal of the authors; but I saw clearly from his attitude that he would
never perform our piece. Du Locle then took over the management of
the Opéra-Comique, and seeing that his uncle Perrin would not make
up his mind to put on Le Timbre d’argent, he asked him for the work.
This meant a further metamorphosis of the piece, and a considerable
additional workload for the composer. That work was by no means easy
to accomplish. Barbier and Carré, hitherto as inseparable as Orestes and
Pylades, had quarrelled; what one proposed was systematically rejected
by the other; one remained in Paris, the other in the country; and I went
from Paris to the country, from the country to Paris, trying to get these
feuding brothers to agree. This shuttling to and fro lasted all summer,
after which the ephemeral enemies managed to patch up their differ-
ences and became friends again as before. We thought we were close to
achieving our goal.

Du Locle had discovered in Italy a beautiful dancer on whom he count-
ed a great deal; but, alas, the dancer was not one at all; she was a mime;
she didn’t dance. As there was no longer time to look for another one for
the season, Du Locle, to keep me busy in the meantime, had me write
with Louis Gallet La Princesse jaune, which was my debut in the theatre;
I had reached the age of thirty-five. This innocent little work was greet-
ed with the most ferocious hostility. ‘One does not know’, wrote Jouvin,
then a feared critic, ‘in which key, in which metre the overture is written.’
And, to show me how wrong I had been, he informed me that the audi-
ence was ‘a compound of angles and shadows’. His prose was certainly
more obscure than my music. Finally, a real dancer was engaged in Italy;



A word from the composer

83

nothing now seemed to stand in the way of the appearance of this unfor-
tunate Timbre. ‘It’s unbelievable,’ I said, ‘some catastrophe will happen
to get in the way.’ What happened was the war.

‘le timbre d’argent’
[january 1914]

The first performance of Le Timbre d’argent dates back some forty years.
It is therefore music after the fashion of a bygone age. Not quite so, how-
ever, because this work, which was at that time an opéra-comique mixed
with dialogue, nevertheless appeared as revolutionary and prodigiously
‘advanced’. In those days, operas were not divided into scenes, but into
‘numbers’, almost all cast in the same mould that musicians meekly adopt-
ed. The composer of Le Timbre d’argent, who, long before he knew the
works of Richard Wagner, dreamed of operas divided into scenes of vari-
ous forms and not into numbers of a uniform cut, had broken the moulds
that his librettists had given him, and constructed his numbers with total
freedom. Add to this the considerable role assigned to the orchestra, the
characteristic motifs circulating throughout the work like blood in the
veins and changing according to circumstances, and you will not be sur-
prised that the composer was regarded as dangerous and even ‘Wagnerian’,
which was then almost an insult. Although there were airs and even
romances in Le Timbre d’argent, it was thought that melody was absent;
today the opposite opinion may perhaps prevail.

Le Timbre d’argent does not claim to be anything other than a light
work: yet this lightness conceals some depths that certainly make it more
operatic than a comedy of intrigue. Indeed, there is no intrigue, and the
piece would have little meaning if one did not perceive that its true sub-
ject is nothing else than the struggle of an artist’s soul against the vulgar-
ities of life, his inability to live and think like everyone else, however much
he may want to. The ideal of the artist lies in art; his human nature prompts
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him to seek it elsewhere and he will never find it, because art, though
based on Nature, is not Nature, and the artist, if he imprudently seeks his
ideal in Nature, can only encounter illusions there.

Conrad initially thought he had found his ideal fulfilled in Fiametta,
without seeing that the Circé created by his brush is that ideal and
Fiametta is only its shadow. Dragged by the dancer into a life of luxury
and debauchery, he meets only disappointment, crime and madness; the
authors have transposed into a dream what would happen in reality.
Cured of this fatal passion, restored to reason, he believes he will find
happiness in the love of the chaste and affectionate Hélène; he will not
find it there either, and another drama following on from this one could
show us Conrad wearying of Hélène’s virtues just as he did of the vices
of Fiametta, and Hélène despairing at her inability to satisfy an insatiable
soul for whom ordinary life is insipid and without interest.

The work has changed in appearance, the dialogue has disappeared,
the opéra-comique has become a grand opéra. There remain from its ori-
ginal form the airs, duets and romances, which are no longer fashionable
today but may perhaps become so again tomorrow. One of them, ‘Le
bonheur est chose légère’, has often been heard in concerts. Once, at the
time when there was a project to perform Le Timbre d’argent at the Opéra
under the management of Émile Perrin, the composer was playing
through his music for that famous director. Perrin stopped him at the
chorus ‘Carnaval! Carnaval!’, sung offstage in the first act. ‘That doesn’t
sound as if it’s by you!’, he said. Perrin displayed great perspicacity there.
For this chorus, which provokes Conrad to a violent crisis, is written in
a style whose vulgarity, odious to the artist, is destined to infuriate him:
it is in bad taste and the words are badly set. We will meet it again in the
last act, further developed in the great Carnival that brings Conrad’s
madness to its paroxysm.

The same contrast is visible in the entire work: it is easy to discern
the discrepancy between the painter’s ideal Circé and the Circé embodied
by the dancer. Twice, in the presence of the painting, we hear a phrase
that symbolises the artist’s lofty aspirations; when the picture comes to
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life, the horn plays the first notes of the phrase, first in the major mode,
then in the minor; then Circé leaps out of the frame and at once we are
in another world; it is no longer Conrad’s dream of artistic purity. Things
grow still worse in the third act, when Fiametta seduces him again, accom-
panied by a phrase in an overwrought melodic style, more passionate than
aesthetic. Yet he succumbs: at the same time as she drives him to crime,
the enchantress makes him deny his artistic convictions; and that is very
human. Do we not see every day men with a brilliant education, hitherto
perfectly honourable, wallowing in the worst infamies under the influ-
ence of a woman of the most vulgar sort?

All of this belongs to the domain of the symbolic and must necessar-
ily escape a spectator who is not forewarned. It should not be forgotten
that the composer, when he originally conceived his work, was still at the
age when one has illusions; he has since lost them, and has convinced him-
self that it is inappropriate to give the audience riddles to be deciphered
when a work is presented on stage; and that if one does permit oneself
to have recourse to symbolism, it is on the condition that it should be of
the kind that can be understood effortlessly, as in Samson et Dalila and
Hélène. In the meantime, the theatre was developing in the opposite direc-
tion and symbolism was acquiring increasing favour there, without always
being successful: there were some disappointments. Dumas fils, in the
preface to La Femme de Claude, was almost indignant that the mysteries
he had concealed therein had not been fathomed; despite long and per-
sistent efforts, certain symbolic works have been unable to overcome gen-
eral indifference; a few others have been luckier. If truth be told, there is
a kind of perverse delight to be had in the production of works that we
know to be inaccessible. ‘Part Two of my Faust’, Goethe said, ‘contains
things that only God and I understand; when I die there will be only God.’
Others have gone further and written entire poems that only they could
understand. This state of mind is not unique to our age: in the sixteenth
century, Italian poets wrote verse entirely without regard to the meaning
of the words. Nowadays, ‘perverse delight’ is gaining even the public, which
is acquiring a taste for the incomprehensible; some people disdain what
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they understand and instead plunge themselves headlong into mystery.
Since art is in itself a mystery, the mysterious suits it, so much is undeni-
able: however, in this matter as in everything, it is perhaps prudent not
to exaggerate...

The composer has completely revised Le Timbre d’argent; he has delet-
ed some passages, added a great deal of new music, and reinstated and
rescored the first tableau of the last act which was deleted from the very
outset, even though it was indispensable in order to explain the Ballade
sung by Spiridion in the ensuing tableau. There is a bit of everything in
this work, which ranges from symphony to operetta by way of lyric drama
and ballet. The composer has nonetheless striven to give it a certain unity:
only the public can judge whether he has succeeded.

Camille Saint-Saëns on the beach at Dieppe around 1910.
Musica.

Camille Saint-Saëns sur la plage de Dieppe vers 1910.
Musica.




