Symphonie fantastique, op. 14 (1830)

Hector Berlioz (1803-1869)

1. Reveries, Passions

2. A Ball

3. In the Meadows

4. March to the Scaffold

5. A Sabbath's Night's Dream

On September 11, 1827, Berlioz attended a performance of Hamlet at the Odéon Theatre in Paris; four days later he saw Romeo and Juliet. It was at these performances that Berlioz conceived his famous passion for the leading actress, Harriet Smithson.  Berlioz's love for her grew for two years, but while his ardour increased it was not reciprocated.  "She is in London and yet I seem to feel her around me," he wrote a friend in April 1830.  "I hear my heart pounding and its beats drive me on like the piston strokes of a steam engine."  The intensity of feeling produced by his disillusion and frustration channelled itself into creative activity, and in just two months his first full-scale masterpiece was completed.  The Symphonie fantastique was heard for the first time in Paris on 5 December 1830.

In the first movement, a young musician sees for the first time a woman who embodies all his ideals.  He immediately falls in love and the vision of her will not leave him . . .  Amidst the hubbub at "A Ball," the artist is suddenly conscious of his beloved's presence.  Even in the quietness of the countryside, thoughts of her will not leave him . . .  Now the artist dreams he has killed his beloved; he is condemned to death and led to execution.  A last memory of her torments him as the blade falls.  In "A Sabbath Night's Dream," he sees himself beyond the grave, the spectator at a fearful gathering of ghosts, sorcerers and monsters.  The beloved makes her entrance, distorted and grotesque, and a burlesque parody of the Dies Irae  chant blares forth.

Use of:
1) idée fixe (fixed idea) = Harriet Smithson



2) thematic transformation

