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“Your head seems to be a volcano steadily in eruption” remarked 
Marseillaise author Rouget de Lisle to Berlioz. It was meant as a 
compliment, and Berlioz received it as such. Certainly there was 
nothing placid or predictable about the composer of Symphonie 
fantastique, Harold en Italie, and Roméo et Juliette. No applecart was safe 
around him, no cow too sacred for the slaughter. Nor was he closed-
mouthed about the bubbling ferment that made up his inner life; 
effortlessly articulate, chatty, dishy, and voluble, he opened his heart to 
the world in vivacious prose that mixes humility with hyperbole, 
history with fantasy, and portraiture with character assassination.

—Scott Foglesong, liner notes for Les nuits d ’eté, Philharmonia Baroque



Hector Berlioz was the first important composer in the history of 
music not to come up by way of being either a prodigy or an 
immensely gifted child. That goes far toward explaining his 
strengths and weaknesses … Berlioz never even learned to play a 
useful instrument correctly. All he could do was pluck a few chords 
on the guitar or tootle a few notes on the flute or flageolet.

—Harold C. Schonberg, The Lives of the Great Composers



When I consider the appalling number of miserable platitudes to 
which the piano has given birth, which would never have seen the 
light had their authors been limited to pen and paper, I feel 
grateful to the happy chance that forced me to compose freely and 
in silence, and this has delivered me from the tyranny of the 
fingers, so dangerous to thought, and from the fascination which 
the ordinary sonorities always exercise on a composer, to a greater 
or lesser degree. Many amateurs have pitied me for this 
deprivation, but that does not bother me very much.

—Hector Berlioz



The son of a doctor, born in 1803 in La Côte Saint-André, Hector was 
expected to follow his father’s footsteps.

Sent to Paris at age 18 study medicine, Hector found the conditions in 
the dissection room appalling. “I leapt out of the window and fled 
home as though Death and all his hideous crew were at my heels.”

But he got over it, and found solace in singing arias from the operas 
he had been attending nightly. One of his favorites was Descend into the 
Sea-Nymph’s Breast, which he liked to sing at the beginning of a chest 
cavitation.



THE ODÉON

Odeon in the 1820s







UNFORTUNATELY....





But he got over it...



MARIE (CAMILLE) MOKE

It started out well enough























UNFORTUNATELY....











UNFORTUNATELY....



APRÈS HARRIET...

Marie Recio Berlioz



BERLIOZ IN MIDLIFE



BERLIOZ IN OLD AGE

Still the old revolutionary to the end



SYMPHONIE FANTASTIQUE, OP. 14
Paavo Järvi / Cincinnati Symphony



FIRST MOVEMENT

A sensitive, morbid young artist falls madly in love with a 
beautiful, seemingly-unattainable young lady.



SECOND MOVEMENT

They meet at a masked ball and dance the night away...



THIRD MOVEMENT

They have a lovely idyll in the countryside...complete with 
shepherds and flowers and sheep and all that.



FOURTH MOVEMENT

He dreams he has killed her in his jealousy! Led to the guillotine, 
he thinks of her for one last moment, and then his head is 
chopped off.



FIFTH MOVEMENT

His headless corpse is the centerpiece of a witches’s sabbath, the 
Black Mass said over his lifeless body.

The head witch is...the lovely young lady!



IDÉE FIXE

A “fixed idea” is a tune which appears throughout a composition.

In the case of the Fantastic Symphony, the idée fixe represents 
the “beloved” of the young artist.



IDÉE FIXE

As it appears in the first movement



IDÉE FIXE

As it appears in the second movement



IDÉE FIXE

As it appears in the fifth movement, in a brutally parodized form.



THE DIES IRAE

Gregorian plainchant “Day of Wrath”

From the Requiem Mass (i.e., Mass for the Dead.)



BERLIOZ THE ORCHESTRATOR

Col Legno (using the wood of the bow instead of the hair)



BERLIOZ THE ORCHESTRATOR

Church bells for the Black Mass



BERLIOZ THE ORCHESTRATOR

Military Drums



BERLIOZ THE ORCHESTRATOR

Sul Ponticello (bowing on the bridge of a string instrument) with 
Bass Trill 



BERLIOZ THE ORCHESTRATOR

Wind Glissando (“overblowing”)





HAROLD IN ITALY

Charles Munch / Boston Symphony Orchestra



HAROLD IN ITALY

Written in 1834, as a result of a commission from the famed 
violinist Nicolò Paganini, who wanted a viola concerto.

The piece puzzled and disappointed Paganini, who declined to 
perform it.



I conceived the idea of writing a series of scenes for the 
orchestra, in which the viola should find itself mixed up, like 
a person more or less in action, always preserving his own 
individuality. The background I formed from my 
recollections of my wanderings in the Abruzzi, introducing 
the viola as a sort of melancholy dreamer, in the style of 
Byron’s Childe Harold. Hence the title of my symphony, 
Harold in Italy.

Hector Berlioz



There are excellent reasons for reading Childe Harold ’s Pilgrimage. But among 
them I cannot find any that concern Berlioz or this symphony, except for the 
jejune value of the discovery that no definite elements of Byron’s poem have 
penetrated the impregnable fortress of Berlioz’s encyclopædic inattention. Many 
picturesque things are described in famous stanzas of Childe Harold, but nothing 
remotely resembling Berlioz’s Pilgrims’ March, nor his serenade in the 
Abbruzzi. ... There is no trace in Berlioz’s music of any of the famous passages in 
Childe Harold. No doubt “there was a sound of revelry by night” in the Orgy of 
Brigands, but the Duchess of Richmond’s ball was not an orgy of brigands, nor 
was it interrupted by a march of pilgrims singing their evening prayer. Nor is 
there anything to correspond to an invocation of the ocean, except a multitude of 
grammatical solecisms equivalent to Byron’s “there let him lay.” There, then, let 
Berlioz lie; the whitest liar since Cyrano de Bergerac.

Donald Francis Tovey



Berlioz wrote that he improvised this movement “in a couple 
of hours one evening over my fire” and then spent more than 
six years brushing it up, even though “it was always 
completely successful from the moment of its first 
performance.” It was encored at the work’s premiere, in fact, 
just as the corresponding-and strikingly similar—movement 
of Mendelssohn’s “Italian” Symphony was. Convent bells are 
not represented here by real bells or chimes, but, as Berlioz 
noted, are ingeniously “suggested by two harp-notes doubled 
by the flutes, oboes and horns.”

Richard Freed



ON FORM

It is a common shibboleth amongst commentators to describe the 
Pilgrim’s March as being devoid of a clear form, beyond a 
simplistic A-B-A plus Coda.

I rather doubted that.

So I took a good look at it and discovered that it’s in good old 
standard Rondo form—with an added interlude.



Reprise: contains the “March” of the pilgrims, which is stated with 
numerous minor variants. I called those “a”, “b”, and the like.

Most statements of the march theme end in a little rhythmic 
pattern, which I call “R”.

Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda



Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda

Reprise: contains the “March” of the pilgrims, which is stated with 
numerous minor variants. I called those “a”, “b”, and the like.

Most statements of the march theme end in a little rhythmic 
pattern, which I call “R”.



Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda

Here’s the March Theme



Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda

And the little rhythm—which looks and sounds like something 
from a school textbook.



Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda

The episodes state variants of the main March melody, typically 
with the solo viola joining in with various bits of material.

One particularly important bit of material is the “Harold” theme 
that threads throughout all four movements.

Here’s the “Harold” theme.



Reprise Reprise RepriseEpisode 1 Episode 2 Interlude Coda

The Interlude presents a different melody altogether, in two 
phrases (x and y) that Berlioz calls the “canto religioso.”

Here it is.





Requiem, Op. 5

Charles Munch / Boston Symphony Orchestra



The Requiem (1837) was commissioned twice—the first 
time the performance was cancelled.

Berlioz was deeply attracted to the Requiem text, not for 
spiritual reasons, but for its dramatic impact and surging 
Romantic imagery.



It was prey I had long lain in wait for. Now at last it 
was mine, and I fell upon it with a kind of fury. My 
brain felt as though it would explode with the 
pressure of ideas. The outline of one piece was 
barely sketched before the next formed itself in my 
mind. I could not write fast enough.

—Hector Berlioz, Memoirs



The premiere performance was entrusted to 
François-Antoine Habeneck, an old-school 
conductor who had little chance of making sense out 
of the vast, complex score.

At one critical moment, in fact, Habeneck stopped 
conducting and helped himself to a pinch of snuff, 
failing to lead the orchestra just at the moment 
when his leadership was most intensely needed.



I had been keeping an eye on him. In a flash I turned 
on my heel, sprang forward in front of him and, 
stretching out my arm, marked out the four great beats 
of the new tempo. The bands followed me, and 
everything went off in order. I conducted the piece 
through the end...When Habeneck saw that the Tuba 
Mirum was saved, he said “God, I was in a cold sweat. 
Without you we would have been lost.” “I know,” I 
replied, looking him straight in the eye.

—Hector Berlioz, Memoirs



The Lacrymosa is one of the most celebrated movements of 
the Requiem, valued for its dramatic impact as well as its 
taut formal structure.

It is rhythmically challenging for performers and audience 
alike, and at its climax, easily one of the loudest works in 
the history of Western music.



Lacrymosa dies illa,
qua resurger ex favilla,
judicandus homo reus.
Pie Jesu Domine,
dona eis requiem.

Full of tears shall be that day,
On which from ashes shall arise,
The guilty to be judged.
Gentle Lord Jesus,
Grant them eternal rest.



How to Create a Fascinating Rhythm



Start with a basic beat.



Now add a marker for the first beats of the pattern.



Add a funny off-beat accent.



Now place a syncopated (off-kilter) rhythm at the beginning.



Finally, put in the vocal line.



How to structure the Day of Sorrow 
in classical Sonata Form



Primary
Minor

Secondary
Major

Exposition

Exposition: Lacrymosa 

Primary Theme: Minor Key, turbulent

Secondary Theme: Major Key, peaceful



Primary
Minor

Secondary
Major

DevelopmentExposition

Development: Pie Jesu 



Primary
Minor

Secondary
Major

Primary
Minor

Secondary
Major

DevelopmentExposition Recapitulation

Recapitulation: Lacrymosa 

Primary Theme: Minor Key, turbulent

Secondary Theme: Major Key, peaceful



Coda!



The paintings are by John Martin, 
whose lurid Bible illustrations 
captivated Berlioz.





Time is a great teacher, but unfortunately it kills all its pupils.

—Hector Berlioz (1803–1869)


