
Berlioz: Symphonie fantastique 
 
In late 1827, Hector Berlioz and various fellow Parisian literati, including Victor 

Hugo, Eugène Delacroix, and Alexandre Dumas, were excited to witness a production of 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet by a renowned theatre troupe visiting from England. The 
performers included Kemble, Keen and Macready, as well as a young Irish phenomenon 
playing Ophelia named Harriet Smithson.1 Berlioz was particularly dazzled by her 
performance, and became completely infatuated with her, sending her several romantic 
letters, all of which went unanswered. To add to his feverish mental state, Berlioz was 
thunderstruck by performances of Beethoven’s Third and Fifth Symphonies he attended 
soon afterward in early 1828 at the Paris Conservatoire, and resolved to write his own 
grand symphonic opus, using his sublimated feelings for Miss Smithson and many of 
Beethoven’s symphonic innovations as springboards for the work. 
 Berlioz worked for almost two years on the first three movements of his 
“fantastic symphony,” occasionally repurposing material from his own earlier works, 
but always with the aim of presenting a unified dramatic narrative in purely symphonic 
form. He accomplished this not only by supplying his own program note describing the 
“episodes in the artist’s life,” but also by creating a musical narrative thread, using a 
melody to represent the artist’s beloved that repeats and reappears in various forms 
throughout each of the movements. A precursor of the operatic leitmotif, Berlioz called 
this an idée fixe, hinting at the obsessive-compulsive fixation that both he and the high-
strung hero of his story shared… the sublimity and uncanniness of an overpowering 
attraction to a stranger at first sight. 
 After struggling for months to finish the “pastoral” third movement, Berlioz 
heard the (unfounded) rumor that Smithson had taken up romantically with her 
manager. Shocked and despondent (even though he had still not yet met her in person), 
Berlioz grimly forged ahead to quickly finish the fourth and fifth movements. The fourth 
movement opens with the lovesick artist taking a dose of opium, which causes him to 
have nightmares. The main character dreams that he is sentenced to the guillotine for 
having murdered his lover, and is taken to the scaffold during a brilliant and 
“bloodthirsty”2 march. In the fifth movement, the protagonist finds himself in Hell, 
where he encounters the demons and witches of his imagination, including his former 
beloved, whose winsome theme has now been transfigured into something horrible and 
grotesque (E-flat clarinet doubled with piccolo!). The entire symphony ends in a wild 
swirl of a peasant round-dance in 6/8 time, with the well-known “Dies Irae” melody 
(religious chant for the Dead) in ominous counterpoint. Among the many innovations of 
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Berlioz’s astounding work, his frequent use of scathing musical humor and irony in a 
major symphony is noteworthy. The complete work was first performed in 1830, after 
only two rehearsals, and Berlioz deemed it “by no means perfect, but good enough to 
give a reasonable idea of the music. “3 

By 1832, Berlioz’s feelings toward Smithson had cooled off somewhat, as had her 
formerly brilliant career. She happened to hear the Symphonie fantastique for the first time 
that year in a performance. Berlioz, who had made it his business to attend that same 
concert when he learned she would be attending, triumphantly wrote later of her 
reaction as she read the program note and realized the piece was about her: 

 
 “‘God! …am I dreaming? I can no longer doubt. It is of me he 
speaks. He loves me still.’ From that moment so she has often told me, 
she felt the room reel about her; she heard no more but sat in a dream, 
and at the end returned home like a sleepwalker.”4  
 

 Many concertgoers are familiar with the romantically- and autobiographically-
inspired genesis of Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique. Unfortunately, Berlioz’s 
whirlwind engagement and marriage to Smithson soon after their first meeting at the 
concert was short-lived. Their tempestuous romance faded within a few years, and they 
separated unhappily. Berlioz soon married another woman, the singer Marie Recio, but 
their union did not last long either. Berlioz was in love with the idea of being in love; 
mundane real life was another matter. 

In terms of a musical (and specifically symphonic) legacy, the Symphonie 
fantastique owes much to the other unattainable figure revered by Berlioz: Beethoven. 
Enthralled and inspired by a composer who exuded tremendous emotional power, wit 
and sensitivity, manifested through his ingenious and audacious harnessing of classical 
forms, Berlioz wanted more than to pay homage to Beethoven; he wished to emulate 
him. Symphonie fantastique, with its many Beethovenesque tropes (scale-wise motifs, 
fateful themes, characteristic harmonic movement and orchestration, and overall form), 
is an hour-long rollicking, frightening, pensive, ebullient roller-coaster paean to the 
master. This is most evident in the third movement, which deliberately invokes 
Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony No. 6.  Opening with a seemingly bucolic and peaceful 
atmosphere, it builds and develops into a threatening and stormy outburst of sound, then 
subsides again into nominal quietness. Many other musical “hat tips” to Beethoven 
abound as well, too numerous to mention in the short space here. 
 However, the Symphonie fantastique is much more than parody or simple 
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imitation. Berlioz, for all his over-the-top musical melodrama, balances this with 
characteristically clear and incisive prose as he writes about the third movement: 
 

“When, for example, in the Scene in the Country I try to render the 
rumbling of distant thunder in the midst of a peaceful atmosphere, it is 
by no means for the puerile pleasure of imitating this majestic sound, but 
rather to make silence more perceptible, and thus to increase the 
impression of uneasy sadness and painful isolation that I want to produce 
on the audience by the conclusion of this movement.”5 

 
Despite Berlioz’s undeniable self-centeredness and myopia in his own romantic affairs, 
this sensitive and poignant acknowledgement of and reference to his musical idol’s 
tragic deafness resonates deeply with the end of the movement, in the stillness of its 
unanswered silences. 

– Linda Ganus Albulescu 
_____________________________ 

5Berlioz, from a program leaflet distributed to the audience, 1845. (From Edward T. Cone, ed., Berlioz: 
Fantastic Symphony, Norton critical score, W.W. Norton & Co., New York, 1971, 29.) 
 
  

 


