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e Born La Céte-St-André, France,
11 December 1803
e Died Paris 8 March 1869
e Composed between 1827 and 1830
e First performed in Paris on
5 December 1830
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Songe d'une nuit de sabbat

THE BACKGROUND

Hector Berlioz attended a performance

of Shakespeare’s Hamlet in Paris on

11 September 1827. The performance

was in English, a language he did not
understand, but he was totally captivated

by Shakespeare’s drama and even more so
by the Irish actress Harriet Smithson who
played the role of Ophelia. Four days later

he went to see her in the title role of Romeo
and Juliet and described the encounter as
“the supreme drama of my life”. He was
totally infatuated, showered her with gifts
and letters, and even took an apartment
close to hers so that he could see her from his
window every day. Her complete indifference
to his advances so disturbed him that he
contemplated suicide and, having recently
read Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an
English Opium-Eater, he imagined himself as
De Quincey’s young artist, who having been
spurned by the woman of his dreams, takes
opium and destroys his life. Berlioz set out his
feelings in a new work, the “Episode in the
Life of an Artist” (of which the Symphonie
fantastique formed the first part).

THE MUSIC

Berlioz circulated the audience at each of
the early performances of the Symphonie
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Berlioz: Symphonie fantastique
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Berlioz’'s hope was that Harriet Smithson would attend

the first performance which he had deliberately timed to

coincide with her return to Paris, and be so touched that her
heart would melt and Berlioz’s love would be reciprocated.
No such luck! She never even knew of the work’s existence
until Berlioz arranged another performance for her several
years later. On this occasion Harriet did attend, the music

did the trick, and the two were married in 1833.

fantastique with his own programme notes
explaining that it was an “instrumental drama
whose outline, lacking the assistance of
speech, needs to be explained in advance”.

Réveries, Passions (Day-dreams, Passions).
The young artist recalls the passions and the
alternating despair and elation of his love for
the ideal woman (represented throughout the
work by the recurring theme - Berlioz described
it as the idée fixe — given out by the violins
after the movement’s long, slow introduction).

Un bal (A Ball). Violins and harps suggest the
glitter of a society ball. The artist is enjoying
himself until he sees his beloved (the idée fixe
appears from the flute and oboe, and later the
clarinet). He realises that, wherever he is, he
cannot escape the emotional turmoil brought
on by seeing or thinking about her.

Scéne aux champs (In the Fields). The artist
goes out into the countryside and his spirits
are raised by the sound of two shepherds
playing their pipes to each other in the
distance. (One of Berlioz’s characteristically
unconventional instructions is for an oboe
to be placed off-stage while it is answered
on-stage by the melancholic cor anglais.)
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But thoughts of the woman creep back and
disturb him. At the end one shepherd takes
up his pipe again but the other has gone. A
thunderstorm approaches.

Marche au supplice (March to the Scaffold).
The artist now knows beyond doubt that his
love is not going to be returned and he takes
opium in order to kill himself. But the dosage
is too weak and he plunges into a nightmarish
series of hallucinations in which he kills the
woman and is sentenced to death. He is
marched to the scaffold and watches in horror
as the blade drops and he is beheaded.

Songe d’une nuit de sabbat (Witch’s Sabbath
Night Song). The opium-induced dream
continues and the artist sees a ghastly crowd
of witches, spirits and monsters assembled
for his own funeral. Strange noises, groans,
bursts of laughter and far-off shouts can be
heard and, accompanied by a roar of joy from
the assembled throng, his beloved arrives

and immediately plunges into the grotesque
merry-making. A monstrous parody of the
noble and ancient Dies Irae chant, traditionally
associated with death, appears to mock the
poor, demented artist’s funeral rites.

All programme notes by Dr Marc Rochester
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Two flutes (one doubling piccolo), two oboes (one doubling cor anglais), two clarinets (one doubling E-flat
clarinet), four bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, two cornets, three trombones, two tubas,

two sets of timpani, percussion, two harps and strings.



