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Edexcel AoS2: Berlioz’s Symphonie 
fantastique

by Hanh Doan

HECTOR BERLIOZ

Hector Berlioz was born in 1803, and his use of large instrumental forces in his music led him to become one 

of the most influential French composers of the 19th century. His compositions include symphonic poems 

(including the Symphonie fantastique and Harold in Italy), operas and large-scale works, including the opera 

The Trojans and the ‘dramatic legend’ The Damnation of Faust.

Berlioz also wrote extensively about music, including his Treatise on Instrumentation, a technical study on 

Western musical instruments, which had a huge impact on the development of orchestral music throughout the 

Romantic period. He did not learn the piano, which was unusual for composers of the time.

After realising that he had no interest in his medical studies, Berlioz began studying composition at the Paris 

Conservatoire in 1826. There he became familiar with the works of Beethoven, including his symphonies, string 

quartets and piano sonatas. Beethoven’s influence on Berlioz was huge, particularly on his symphonic works. 

As well as this, Berlioz developed a keen interest in literature. In 1828 Berlioz read Goethe’s Faust for the first 

time (in French translation) which became the inspiration for his Damnation of Faust (after several revisions). He 

also began to study English in order to read the works of Shakespeare, which influenced a number of his pieces, 

including his choral symphony Romeo and Juliet. Berlioz’s Harold in Italy is also inspired by Byron’s Childe Harold.

SYMPHONIE FANTASTIQUE: BACKGROUND

Written in 1830 (though later revised), the Symphonie fantastique is a programme symphony that tells the story 

of a gifted artist with a lively imagination, who has poisoned himself with opium in the depths of despair due to 

his unrequited love. Berlioz provided his own preface and programme notes for each movement of the work. 

These were subsequently revised, along with his score. With each revision, Berlioz gave a slightly different take 

on the programmatic aspect of his work. In his original programme, Berlioz wrote in his preface:

‘The composer’s intention has been to develop various episodes in the life of an artist, insofar as they lend 

themselves to musical treatment. As the work cannot rely on the assistance of speech, the plan of the 

instrumental drama needs to be set out in advance. The following programme must therefore be considered 

as the spoken text of an opera, which serves to introduce musical movements and to motivate their character 

and expression.’

In a later preface, Berlioz’s perspective on the programmatic aspect of the work had changed:

‘The following programme should be distributed to the audience every time the Symphonie fantastique is 

performed dramatically and thus followed by the monodrama of Lélio, which concludes and completes the 

episode in the life of an artist. In this case, the invisible orchestra is placed on the stage of a theatre behind 

the lowered curtain. If the Symphony is performed on its own as a concert piece, this arrangement is no 

longer necessary: one may even dispense with distributing the programme and keep only the titles of the five 

movements. The author hopes that the Symphony provides on its own sufficient musical interest independently 

of any dramatic intention.’

The subject of Berlioz’s desires was the actress Harriet Smithson, whom Berlioz saw as Ophelia in a production 

of Shakespeare’s Hamlet in Paris in 1827. He wrote her many love letters, all of which went unanswered. The 

Symphonie fantastique is said to be a means of Berlioz expressing his unrequited love. The two finally met and 

married in 1833, though their marriage was a bitter one, and eventually they separated.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monodrama
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L%C3%A9lio


Music Teacher May 2018 2

Students should be encouraged to explore this excellent resource from the San Francisco Symphony. Part of 

this resource demonstrates how Berlioz changed his approach in his preface over the course of three different 

versions, including his references to Harriet Smithson.

Instead of four movements (which had become conventional for the late Classical symphony), the Symphonie 

fantastique has five. The titles for each movement were given by Berlioz:

1. Rêveries – Passions (Reveries – Passions)

2. Un bal (A Ball)

3. Scène aux champs (Scene in the Fields)

4. Marche au supplice (March to the Scaffold)

5. Songe d’une nuit du sabbat (Dream of a Night of the Sabbath)

Symphonic revolution

The Symphonie fantastique marks a departure from the abstract and strict forms of the Classical period and 

embraces Romantic ideals: the composer’s ability to express his or her individuality, and the existence of a 

narrative or scene in music. The fact that this was not abstract music was not well received at the time, but it 

is the combination of sonata form with a narrative (in the case of the first movement, the artist’s dreams and 

passions) that makes the work a turning point in the musical canon.

WIDER LISTENING

As well as comparing similar symphonic poems and looking forward, students should be encouraged 
to look back at the influences on Berlioz as well. Beethoven is key here. Students should listen to the 
following to understand what came before:

 � Beethoven: Symphony No. 6 (Pastoral)

 � Beethoven: Symphony No. 9 (Choral)

Music written at a similar time to the Symphonie fantastique and worthy of comparison includes:

 � Mendelssohn: Hebrides Overture

 � Mendelssohn: Symphony No. 3 (Scottish)

 � Mendelssohn: Symphony No. 4 (Italian)

Students should also listen to similar works and research the ‘narrative’ behind them:

 � Berlioz: Harold in Italy

 � Tchaikovsky: Romeo and Juliet

 � Tchaikovsky: Manfred Symphony

 � Richard Strauss: Eine Alpensinfonie

http://www.keepingscore.org/interactive/berlioz-symphony-fantastique
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PRELIMINARY TASKS

This large orchestral score can be rather tricky to navigate for the less experienced musician, so some 

preparations and explorations of the following might be an idea, depending on your group:

 � Listen with the score: students should listen and follow through with the score, ensuring they know where 

they are at all times. After they’ve done this, they should note down the bars in which they hear and see the 

idée fixe, in which instruments they hear it, and if there have been any changes to it. This will ensure that 

students begin to familiarise themselves with an extensive movement.

 � Transposing instruments: this is the first time in the anthology that transposing instruments are written 

out, and for many students, this will require some investigation. Ask the students to explain the meaning of:

 � Clarinettes (en sib)

 � Cors (en mib)

 � Cors (en ut)

 � Trompettes (en ut)

 � Cornets à pistons (en sol) (these will be discussed below in ‘Sonority’)

It’s useful for students to understand transposing instruments, particularly when it comes to identifying chords, 

but in most cases, it will be possible to identify chords with instruments in C only, and less experienced 

students need not panic too much about this.

FIRST MOVEMENT: ‘RÊVERIES – PASSIONS’

In the first version of his programme notes, Berlioz goes into a lot of detail about the musician being afflicted 

by a sickness of spirit and falling desperately in love on first meeting with a woman. He goes on to give details 

about his idée fixe recurring and haunting the musician.

‘The transitions from this state of dreamy melancholy, interrupted by occasional upsurges of aimless joy, 

to delirious passion, with its outbursts of fury and jealousy, its returns of tenderness, its tears, its religious 

consolations – all this forms the subject of the first movement.’

 IDÉE FIXE

Though loosely based on sonata form, the Symphonie fantastique is unified by Berlioz’s use of an 
idée fixe.

Berlioz used this term to describe the recurring theme that represents his love and obsession for 
Harriet Smithson. The theme recurs throughout the work, often adapted to suit the mood and key of 
the music, in a similar way to how Wagner would go on to treat his leitmotifs.

The original and full statement of the idée fixe is found in bars 72-111 in the first movement of the  
Symphonie fantastique. Here is an extract of it:

The San Francisco Symphony’s Keeping Score resource also charts which instruments introduce the 
idée fixe in each movement, and the effect.

http://www.keepingscore.org/interactive/pages/berlioz/orc-idee-fixe
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However, by the 1855 edition of the programme notes, Berlioz writes:

‘He remembers first the uneasiness of spirit, the indefinable passion, the melancholy, the aimless joys he felt 

even before seeing his beloved; then the explosive love she suddenly inspired in him, his delirious anguish, 

his fits of jealous fury, his returns of tenderness, his religious consolations.’

Sonority

Given the extensive nature of the work both in terms of instrumental forces and length, giving the students an 

opportunity to get to grips with the instrumental forces (and their specific techniques and effects) is essential 

for their understanding.

THE ORCHESTRA

Berlioz wrote for exceptionally large instrumental forces – over 90 instruments – which was groundbreaking 

at the time of composition. He specifies the size of his string section, as well as the number of instruments in 

other sections.

STRINGS

 � Violin 1 (au moins 15 – at least 15)

 � Violin 2 (au moins 15 – at least 15)

 � Viola (au moins 10 – at least 10)

 � Celli (au moins 11 – at least 11)

 � Contrebasses (au moins 9 – at least 9)

The large sections allow for denser textures as Berlioz is able to divide each section (divisi) into two lines, 

creating more notes within chords. An example of this can be found in bars 61-62.

WOODWIND

Berlioz doubles the flute, oboe and clarinet (as had become customary by then), but unusually scores the work 

for four bassoons. The second flute moves to a piccolo from bar 409 in order to produce a brighter orchestral 

sound.

BRASS

The four horns are divided into two keys, E flat and C, which became quite common in large orchestral music. 

Unusually, however, Berlioz includes two cornets à pistons as well as two trumpets. These cornets were valved 

and new to Berlioz’s day. It made it possible to include some chromatic notes that were not available on the 

trumpets.

PERCUSSION

Two timpani are used on the tonic and dominant, C and G. The type of beater changes between soft and hard.

INSTRUMENTAL TECHNIQUES

Berlioz was very clear about instrument-specific terms and techniques in order to create particular sonorities 

and effects, as well as specifying solo sections or the number of woodwind instruments playing at different 

times. This allows for certain timbres to come to the fore, and ensures that instruments can be heard across 

the large orchestra.

Students should ensure they understand the following terms:

 � con sord and senza sord

 � a punta d’arco

 � double corde

They should also understand markings that indicate solos or whether a first, second, third or fourth instrument 

is playing.

See also the 
worksheet at the end 
of this resource for 
sample questions on 
instrumental forces 
and sonority.
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RANGES, USE OF INSTRUMENTS, AND ARTICULATION

The ranges the Berlioz employs for many of his orchestral instruments, particularly the violins and upper 

woodwind, are huge, adding to the drama of Romantic music, more extreme in its instrumental colour, harmonic 

language, length and emotions than the preceding Classical works.

Instruments also gain much more independence from each other, particularly the woodwind and brass 

instruments, which, in the Classical period, had played quite subservient roles to the first violin section. In 

his Symphonie fantastique, Berlioz exploits the sonorities of these instruments, giving them melodies and 

countermelodies to reflect his rêveries and passions of his first movement.

There are plenty of examples of Berlioz’s distinctive scoring that students should explore. A notable example 

includes the double basses at the beginning of the movement in bars 12 and 14, where they become separated 

from the cellos and come out of the texture for a short solo line.

Berlioz was also very specific about articulations, including accents and staccatos, as well as specific 

performance directions. Again, this contributes to the narrative he was intending to create within the work.

Dynamics

Berlioz’s approach to dynamics is no different to that towards his sonorities. His dynamics range from ppp to 

ff, and there are plenty of crescendos and diminuendos, as well as sudden sf markings. A lot of these sudden 

changes reflect the mental tumult throughout the movement.

Structure and tonality

The structure of this first movement stretches the conventions of sonata form (as discussed previously) and 

weaves the idée fixe and ideas within it to convey the artists dreams and passions:

Compare this 
movement with 
the opening of 
Tchaikovsky’s 
Romeo and 
Juliet Overture. 
Friar Lawrence’s 
homophonic 
chorale forms the 
slow introduction, 
followed by a first 
subject that reflects 
the conflict between 
the Montagues and 
Capulets. Romeo 
and Juliet’s love 
theme is presented 
as the second 
subject.

BARS SECTION KEY DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

1-63 Slow introduction Opens in C minor
Bar 17: C major

Bar 28: E flat major

Bar 46: A flat pedal that behaves as a 
G sharp in other parts, leading to:

Bar 60: A minor

Repeated triplets in the opening bars which 
recur at bar 24.
‘Sighing’ phrase (falling and rising octave) at 
bar 11 gives the feeling of the ‘rêveries’ from 
the title.

Opening violin theme is decorated with 
woodwind arpeggios and scales.

Repeated triplets in the woodwind with new 
string material.

64-71 An introductory texture 
to the Allegro

C major The ‘passions’ begin as the rhythmic idea 
is brought in (like an excited heartbeat?), 
introducing what will accompany the idée fixe 
in the following bars.
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BARS SECTION KEY DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

72-167 Exposition C major

Bars 111: G major

Bar 150: G major, though hints of 
E minor with the appearances of some 
D sharps.

Bars 72-111: first subject (idée fixe).

Bars 111-149: some kind of bridge passage 
characterised by exciting broken chords 
and the repeated pairs of quavers from the 
opening of the Allegro.

Bar 150: Second subject starts with a 
statement of an adapted idée fixe with some 
short interjections of the new second subject. 
The second subject is rather short.

The exposition is repeated.

166-231 Development Chromatic music but tonally quite 
limited. The music is still rooted in the 
C-G tonality.

Bars 116-190: G and D inverted 
pedals.

Bars 197-198: perfect cadence in 
C major.

Bar 228: the music stops for nearly 
four bars on a secondary dominant 
(V7b of V in G major).

Idée fixe is developed in the following ways:

Bars 166-179: the lower strings present it in a 
sequence, rising chromatically.

Bars 179-186: the first four notes of the 
idée fixe are used as a simple ostinato, 
again, rising sequentially and sometimes 
chromatically.

Bars 191-198: the second subject appears 
unusually in C major (the home key was not 
usual for the development section).

232-328 Recapitulation Largely in G major (a recapitulation 
conventionally started in the tonic).

Bars 290-297: three perfect cadences 
in G major.

Bar 311: G major.

Opens with a dominant pedal in G from the 
third horn.

Full statement of idée fixe in G major, this 
time in the woodwind.

No bridge passage this time.

Bar 311: the second subject appears in the 
cellos (again, unconventional for sonata form).

329 or 475? CODA
Depending on what 
you read, some argue 
that the coda starts as 
early as bar 329, while 
others indicate bar 475. 
Beethoven was a fan 
of long codas, and so 
it’s not unrealistic to 
say that it begins in bar 
329, especially since 
the exposition closes 
very shortly after the 
announcement of the 
second subject.

Mainly in C major. As with Beethoven’s 
long codas (listen to Symphony No. 
5), the role of the coda is to root the 
movement firmly in its home key, 
especially if there has been a lot of 
chromatic writing in the movement.

The coda begins with a tonic pedal in 
the timpani.

Bras 358-409: the bass gradually rises 
chromatically.

Bars 487-491 Perfect cadences in 
C major.

This coda does, however, feel a little bit like 
a development section, since fragments of 
melodies from the movements are developed 
and imitated.

Bars 329-357: the theme first heard in the 
bridge passage (bar 119) reappears and 
passes down the string texture through to the 
double basses.

Bars 358-409: a lyrical oboe melody 
accompanied by fragments of the idée fixe 
and repeated triplets in the violins.

Bars 410-438: the idée fixe is presented 
(not in its entirety, and also sometimes 
syncopated) accompanied by a full orchestral 
texture.

Bars 439-450: the dynamic comes down 
to mf followed by rising chromatic passage 
(repeated string quavers creating a sense of 
urgency).

Bars 451-491: fragments of the idée fixe and 
then a repeat of material from bar 439.

Bars 492-510: the four-note ostinato returns 
with a chromatically descending oboe line.
Bar 503: final statement of the idée fixe.
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Organisation of pitch: melody

There is far too much in the first movement of the Symphonie fantastique to cover everything in detail. Teachers 

and students should take these points as a basis for further study.

As discussed, the idée fixe unifies this work and appears as the vision of the artist’s unrequited love. The theme 

itself is distinctive in its leap at the start (very much like a deep breath), followed by a slow descent by step 

(like a sigh).

The idée fixe appears in different instrumentations and is also chromatically altered, depending on where it is 

in the movement. At the start of the second subject (bar 150), the melody is altered to take us towards E minor, 

as well as merging into the new second descending subject:

A fragment of the idée fixe (the first four notes) forms the basis of an ostinato idea that appears at the start of 

the development (beginning in bar 179):

As well as the idée fixe, it’s important not to overlook other melodies that contribute to the artist’s state of mind:

 � Repeated notes (eg the triplets at the start of the movement) give the listener a persistent sense of 

unease. The slow introduction is littered with repeated ideas (particularly triplets and sextuplets), both in the 

melodies and the accompaniment, and at their most intense, the repeated notes are found in the tremolo 

string passages, for example in bars 31-35. Phrases are also repeated or passed around the texture, a sign 

of the persistent torment on the artist.

 � More lyrical melodies, which are predominantly stepwise in their movement, for example the first violin 

melody, which is quite melancholic in its statement. The melody that appears at the bridge passage (bars 

119-125) is also lyrical in style.

 � Chromatic rises also contribute to a rising tension in the music, notably the extensive passage in bars 198-

228. Later on, starting in bar 465, the music rises chromatically in semibreves, speeding up to minims (bar 

468), again indicating a rising tension in the music.

 � Irregular phrase lengths also contribute to the uneasiness of the movement, keeping the listener on edge. 

The falling second subject (see above) is a three-bar phrase that seems to tail off, unfinished.

BARS SECTION KEY DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

Bars 511 to 
the end

‘Religiosamente’ Plagal cadences to suggest religion 
and church.

First cadence is inverted: Bars 511-
514 IV-Ib (chord IV is minor in this 
case).

Homophonic and homorhythmic texture to 
create a contrasting ending to the artist’s 
dreams and passions.
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Organisation of pitch: harmony

Like Berlioz’s tonality, much of his harmony is functional with some moments of chromaticism to create tension. 

Pedals appear in different parts of the texture, perhaps the most notable one being the 14-bar A flat that starts 

in bar 46. This is particularly distinctive since elsewhere in the texture, its enharmonic equivalent (G sharp) is 

being used in order to move the music to A minor, which is a little unexpected given the introduction’s overall 

key of C minor, then C major.

Even diminished and dominant 7ths are all based on triads – Berlioz’s music is harmonically quite simple, but 

the chromatic inflections and harmonies create tension and bring the music well into the 19th century.

Conventional dissonances are used, such as suspensions (eg 4-3 perfect cadence in bars 449 to 451). There 

are plenty of perfect cadences (see above in the structure table), and the final Religiosamente section boasts 

‘Amen’ plagal cadences. There are many interpretations the listener could draw from this church-like ending, 

especially as by the time Berlioz wrote the Symphonie fantastique, he was no longer a believer (having grown 

up with a Catholic mother).

Texture

Berlioz changes his orchestral textures frequently, in combination with his frequent changes of sonority. In the 

slow introduction, the texture builds gradually, beginning with the short woodwind quavers, followed by the 

dominance of the muted strings from bar 3.

Much of the texture is melody dominated, however, with some notable moments:

 � The pulsating homorhythmic opening of the Allegro (bars 64-69), which sets the scene of the rest of the 

movement.

 � The first six bars of the first statement of the idée fixe are monophonic, which draws in the listener.

 � Dialogue between instrumental sections and solo instruments is in abundance. At bar 150 (start of the 

second subject) the flute and oboe play the idée fixe, which is answered by the new falling phrase in the 

violins. More dialogue takes place between the first and second violins in bars 344-354.

 � More homorhythmic moments create tension or release in the movement. In bars 198-228, the combination 

of the rising and falling chromatic scales in crotchets as well as a crescendo build towards the climax of the 

movement: an almost four-bar silence. At the recapitulation, the texture (very much like the opening of the 

movement) builds up again, before a restatement of the first subject (idée fixe) in different instruments and 

textures from the exposition – another new departure from Classical conventions.

 � The final 15 bars provide release in tension to the movement both harmonically and texturally. All the parts 

move together and chords change together in their plagal cadences.

Tempo, metre and rhythm

As became more frequent in the late Classical symphony, there is a slow introduction to this sonata form. 

Though in 4/4, the triplet opening gives a sense of slow compound time, as if the artist is falling asleep. The 

triplets and sextuplets are later alternated with simple time semiquavers (bars 49-60), beginning the sense of 

unease that will increase throughout the movement.

As was typical of the first movement of a symphony, the tempo of the main section is Allegro. In cut common 

time, the tempo was intended to be quite quick. As noted in the structure table, the opening rhythms in bar 

64 are repeated and extended throughout the movement. Characterised by the rests in between them, the 

rhythms could be interpreted as the anxious heartbeat, becoming increasingly more frequent as the tension 

rises. These rhythms pulsate in most of the idée fixe (beginning in bar 77) and become more persistent, much 

like the fateful motif that opens Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

The rhythm slows down in the bridge: in bar 121, the quavers have become crotchets, but they are then 

repeated throughout the whole bar starting at bar 133.
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In contrast to these regular pulsating quavers, syncopations are present to disturb the metre of the movement. 

When the idée fixe is at its loudest (bar 410), the second half of the motif is syncopated, beginning an extensive 

passage of mainly syncopated music.

Melodies with longer note values contrast with the constantly moving rhythms above, such as the oboe melody 

in bar 491 to the end.

Finally, we should not forget the simple dotted rhythm, which is a distinctive part of the idée fixe (dotted 

crotchet-quaver and dotted minim-crotchet).
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Worksheet
BERLIOZ: SYMPHONIE FANTASTIQUE

INSTRUMENTAL FORCES AND SONORITY

Berlioz specified a huge orchestra for 1830. His Symphonie fantastique exploits these large forces as well as making 
the most of each instrument’s sonority. Answer the following questions to further your understanding.

STRINGS

1. How many players does Berlioz specify in each string section?

i. Violin 1……………………………………………………….

ii. Violin 2……………………………………………………….

iii. Viola…………………………………………………………..

iv. Cellos…………………………………………………………

v. Double basses……………………………………………….

2. What do con sord. and senza sord. mean? Give examples of their usage in the first movement.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

3. Explain a punta d’arco and find an example of its usage.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

4. What is meant by the lines on the stems of the string parts in bars 61-62?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

5. Look at bar 44.

i. What does 1. on the flute and oboe lines mean?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

ii. What does unis. à 4 by the bassoon line mean?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..

iii. Suggest a possible reason for the answer to ii)

…………………………………………………………………………………………………..


