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The Romantic Period refers to art and literature that values emotion 

and imagination as a way of understanding the world. For music, the 

Romantic period began in Europe during the 1800s. 
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Camille Saint-Saëns‘ life was so long that it spanned almost the entire Romantic period (he 

lived to be eighty-six years old); he even witnessed the rise of jazz and modern music in the 

20th Century. 

 

Saint-Saëns was born in Paris on October 9, 1835, and was a talented musician from 

an early age. His aunt began teaching him piano lessons when he was two 

years old, and he began composing almost immediately afterwards, 

finishing his first piano piece at the age of three. 

 

Besides music, Saint-Saëns was interested in many subjects the study of plants 

and insects, mathematics, geology, archeology, astronomy and music history. 

 

As a composer, Saint-Saëns had very French characteristics, he wrote elegant music that was 

considered neat, clean, polished and never excessive. As a performer, he was considered to be 

a great organist and one of the best pianists of his time. Even while he played, he sat very still 

at the piano, and was always restrained, graceful and cool. 

 

During the years that Saint-Saëns was composing, many beautiful buildings 

(including the Eiffel Tower), churches and instruments were being built in France. 

The compositions that Saint-Saëns is most known for include Carnival of the 

Animals, Danse Macabre and his Symphony No. 3, which features an organ just 

like the ones that were being built at that time. 

 

In his relationships with other composers Saint-Saëns was either a good friend or 

an enemy – he held very strong opinions about music, and expressed them openly. 

During his later years, he became a grumpy sort of man, who fought the modern, more jazzy 

styles of music that were becoming popular. 

 

In particular, Danse Macabre is a spooky piece that 

depicts an old French superstition. On Halloween night, 

skeletons rise from their graves and dance to the music of 

a violin. Here, Saint-Saëns uses the xylophone to imitate 

the sound of their rattling bones! The skeletons dance all 

night until dawn; when they must return to their graves 

until next year.  


