
Hector Berlioz
Musicien français



Childhood

• Not a conspicuous talent

• Father a doctor

• Highly suggestible from an early age



Medical School

• Fainted dead away

• ...Then sang arias in 
the dissection room



The Theater!

• Odeon in the 1820s



The Theater!

• Odeon in the 1820s



Harriet Smithson

• Love at first tragedy



Harriet Smithson

• Love at first tragedy





Alas...

• Rejection

• Unrequited love!





Revenge...

• Harriet as the subject of his first major 
composition



Prix de Rome

• Period of study in 
Rome at the Villa 
Medici



Marie (Moke) Pleyel





Despair...

• Rejection!

• Harriet Marie did not return his mad 
passion!!

• Furthermore, her Mother objected 
vociferously...and got her out of Rome 
FAST...



Quel Horreur

• Marie was to be married to a piano 
manufacturer!!





Revenge...

• Shopping List

• 1. Maid’s Uniform

• 2. Dueling Pistols

• 3. Bottle of Poison

• 4. Coach Ticket to Paris



The Plan...

• 1. Dress up as a lady’s 
maid



The Plan...

• 2. Arrive suddenly at Marie’s apartment 
in Paris, with some kind of message that 
must be delivered to Mamselle 
immediately.



The Plan...

• 3. Produce the dueling 
pistols!



The Plan...

• 4. Waste her...AND 
her mother.



The Plan...

• Dispatch self with 
poison.



Reality Bites

• Made it to 
Genoa...then managed 
to lose carpetbag with 
maid’s uniform

• Had to get another one 
made, pronto.



Reality Bites

• The original maid’s 
uniform is still out 
there...somewhere...



Reality Bites

• Then he got on the 
wrong coach and 
wound up in Nice 
instead of Paris...



Reality Bites

• Nice was nice, so he 
stayed there for a 
month or so.



Aftermath

• He just kind of forgot all about it.

• “What a charming comedy! It’s really a 
pity that it never played the 
stage.” (From his Memoirs.)



Harriet Again...

• Yes, they actually met again!

• This time Harriet knew who he was!





Reality Bites Again...

• She wasn’t a glamour-puss any more.

• In fact, it was pretty grim.





What’s a fellow to do?

• Get a mistress, of course...



Après Harriet...

• Marie Recio Berlioz



Berlioz in Midlife



Berlioz in Old Age

• Still the old 
revolutionary to the 
end



Fantastic Symphony
“Episodes in the Life of an Artist”



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”)



Fantastic Symphony, 5th Movement
Paavo Jarvi/Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra




