
Programme Notes
Berlioz’s Symphonie Dramatique  
Roméo et Juliette

When Berlioz was in London in
1848, conducting opera at Drury
Lane, a newspaper article recounted
a story of him as a young man,
coming out of the Odéon Theatre in
Paris after the performance of
Romeo and Juliet by the English
company led by Charles Kemble
and Harriet Smithson, and
exclaiming: ‘I shall marry that
woman and write my grandest
symphony on the play’.

Berlioz’s response, in his
Memoirs, was that, though he ‘did
both those things’, he ‘never said
anything of the sort’. So far as the
writing of a Romeo and Juliet
symphony is concerned, that is
absolutely correct. At that stage of
his career the 23-year-old student
simply couldn’t have thought in
those terms. His musical education,
since coming to Paris, had been
largely devoted to the operas and
sacred music of the French classical
school (French composers or
foreigners assimilated into the
French tradition): Gluck,
Cherubini, Le Sueur, Sacchini,
Méhul, Spontini. The crucial
discovery of Beethoven, and of the
symphony as a major art-form, lay
several months in the future.

Berlioz’s Romeo and Juliet comes
out of Beethoven almost as much as
out of Shakespeare – out of the
revelation of the Beethovenian
symphony at the Conservatoire
Concerts in 1828: the symphony as
a dramatic medium every bit as
vivid and lofty as opera, and the
symphony orchestra as a vehicle of
unimagined expressive power and
subtlety. From that time on,
Berlioz’s aspirations turn in a new
direction, towards the dramatic
concert work: first the Symphonie
Fantastique, then Harold en Italie,
and finally, in 1839, twelve years
after the epiphany at the Odéon,
Roméo et Juliette.

One of the vital lessons Berlioz
learnt from both Beethoven and
Shakespeare concerned form. The
young French Romantics, who had
fretted under the stifling constraints
and prohibitions of the then
dominant academic art, found in
Shakespeare’s infinite variety and
freedom of form the answer to their
deepest instincts and desires. It was
not that art had no need of rules, but
that rules could not be preordained
and fixed, as the academicians
insisted, but must on the contrary be
created afresh every time. For

Berlioz, listening to the symphonies
and studying the scores in the
Conservatoire Library – above all
the Ninth, the Choral Symphony –
the sheer variety of Beethoven’s
compositional procedures and the
clearly distinct character of each
work reinforced the lessons of
Shakespeare: continual reinvention
of form in response to the needs of
the material. The poetic world of
each new creation demanded its
own appropriate colour and shape.

Thus, we see Berlioz’s three
post-Beethoven symphonies each
cast in a different form, and
adopting each time a different
solution to the problem of
communicating dramatic content.
In the Fantastique it is the written
programme, in Harold just
movement titles (as in Beethoven’s
Pastoral), and in Roméo choral
recitative, setting out – as
Shakespeare does in his spoken
prologue, ‘Two houses, both alike in
dignity…’ – the action that will be
distilled in the movements that
follow.

The project occupied Berlioz a
long time. In Italy in 1831-2 we see
him discussing with Mendelssohn a
possible orchestral scherzo on
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Queen Mab, and – under the
negative impact of Bellini’s
Montecchi e Capuleti – imagining an
ideal scenario for a dramatic work:
‘To begin with, the dazzling ball at
the Capulets, where amid a whirling
cloud of beauties young Montague
first sets eyes on “sweet Juliet”
whose constant love will cost her her
life; then the furious battles in the
streets of Verona, the “fiery Tybalt”
presiding like the very spirit of rage
and revenge; the indescribable night
scene on Juliet’s balcony, the lovers’
voices “like softest music to
attending ears”, uttering a love as
pure and radiant as the smiling
moon that shines its benediction
upon them; the dazzling Mercutio
and his sharp-tongued, fantastical
humour; the naïve old cackling
nurse; the stately hermit, striving in
vain to calm the storm of love and
hate whose tumult has carried even
to his lowly cell; and then the
catastrophe, extremes of ecstasy and
despair contending for mastery,
passion’s sighs turned to choking
death; and, at the last, the solemn
oath sworn by the warring houses,
too late, on the bodies of their star-
crossed children, to abjure the
hatred through which so much
blood, so many tears were shed’.

Much of this will feature in
Berlioz’s symphony. The scheme
was based on Garrick’s version of
the play as given by the English
company, in which Juliet wakes
while the dying Romeo is still alive,
a scene that inspired Berlioz to the
most avant-garde music he ever
wrote: ‘Romeo at the Capulets’
tomb – invocation – awakening of
Juliet – frantic joy, despair, last
agony and death of the two lovers’. 

Years later he could still
remember vividly the intense effect
Kemble and Harriet Smithson had
had on him in that scene. ‘At the
name of Romeo, breathed out
faintly from the lips of the reviving
Juliet, the young Montague stands
motionless, riveted. As the voice
calls a second time, more tenderly,

he turns towards the tomb. He
gazes at her: there is movement. He
can no longer doubt it – she is living.
He flings himself on the funeral
couch, snatches up the beloved
body, tearing away veils and
shrouds, carries it to the front of the
stage and holds it upright in his
arms. Juliet looks dully out from her
sleep-drugged eyes. Romeo calls her
name, he clasps her in a desperate
embrace, parts the hair hiding her
pale forehead, covers her face with
kisses, laughing convulsively. In his
heart-rending delight he has
forgotten that he is dying. […] But
a stab of agony recalls him: the
poison is devouring his vitals’. 

The work finally performed in
the Conservatoire Hall in
November 1839 was the result of
long and careful consideration of
means and ends. ‘Romeo and Juliet,
Dramatic Symphony, with chorus,
vocal solos, and prologue in chanted
recitative, after Shakespeare’s
tragedy’ is the title. The preface
written later by Berlioz has an ironic
edge: ‘There will doubtless be no
mistake as to the genre of this work’.
In fact there has been a great deal.
Yet (as the preface continues),
‘Although voices are frequently
employed, it is neither a concert
opera nor a cantata but a choral
symphony’. 

Nowadays Mahler’s multi-
movement vocal-orchestral
constructions are accepted as
symphonies, though they were long
disputed. Their whole conception
has been described, by the composer
Hugh Wood, as “profoundly
Berliozian”. In Berlioz’s symphony
the balance between the narrative
and the symphonic is precisely
calculated. At the heart of the work,
structurally and emotionally, is the
wordless love scene, conceived for
orchestra alone. But voices are never
forgotten, and voices and narrative
are brought increasingly to the fore,
in preparation for the large-scale
choral finale, where the drama
comes finally into the open and the

hatreds depicted orchestrally at the
outset of the work are resolved.

The work’s outward form is
richly filled with music that is
motivically close-knit. At the same
time no Berlioz score is more
abundant in lyric poetry, in a sense
of the magic and brevity of love, in
‘sounds and sweet airs’ of so many
kinds: the flickering, fleet-footed
scherzo, which stands not only for
Mercutio’s Queen Mab speech but
for the whole nimble-witted,
comic-fantastical, fatally irrational
element in the play, and in which
strings and wind seem caught up in
some gleeful but menacing game;
the noble swell of the great
extended melody which grows out
of the questioning phrases of
‘Roméo seul’; the awesome unison
of cor anglais, horn and four
bassoons in Romeo’s invocation in
the Capulets’ tomb; the haunting
beauty of Juliet’s funeral procession
(another Garrick addition); the
adagio’s deep-toned harmonies and
spellbound melodic arcs, conjuring
the moonlit night and the wonder
and intensity of the passion that
flowers beneath it.

© David Cairns
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The Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment
would like to thank the following Benefactors
for their support without which this concert
would not have been possible:

Robert and Laura Cory
Martin and Elise Smith

Violin 1
Matthew Truscott  
Kati Debretzeni  
Miranda Fulleylove  
Alison Bury  
Sophie Barber  
Roy Mowatt 
Nancy Elan
Claire Sansom
Leonie Curtin
Jayne Spencer
Kathryn Templeman  
Sarah Streatfeild
Colin Callow
Susan Carpenter-Jacobs  

Violin 2
Ken Aiso
Andrew Roberts
Claire Holden
Stephen Rouse 
Huw Daniel
Iona Davies
Hilary Michael
Debbie Diamond
Catherine Ford
Henrietta Wayne
James Toll
Julia Kuhn
Stephen Pedder
Mary Hofman

Violas 
Tom Dunn
Nicholas Logie
Oliver Wilson  
Cian O’Duill
Martin Kelly
Jan Schlapp
Kate Heller
Mark Braithwaite
Annette Isserlis
Katharine Hart  

Cellos 
Pierre Doumenge
Ruth Alford
Helen Verney
Catherine Rimer
Josephine Horder
Jennifer Morsches
Sarah Butcher
Daisy Vatalaro
Poppy Walshaw
Nikolay Ginov  

Double Basses
Chi-chi Nwanoku MBE
Cecelia Bruggemeyer 
Christine Sticher 
Andrew Durban 
Richard Myron
Pippa Macmillan
Jan Zahourek

Harps
Alison Martin  
Charlotte Seale
Tanya Houghton  
Stephanie Beck 

Flutes
Lisa Beznosiuk
Jane Mitchell 

Piccolo 
Neil McLaren  

Oboes
Anthony Robson 
Richard Earle

Cor Anglais
James Eastaway

Clarinets 
Antony Pay
Jane Booth

Bassoons 
Andrew Watts
Sally Jackson 
Meyrick Alexander
Philip Turbett

Horns 
Gavin Edwards
Martin Lawrence 
Ursula Paludan Monberg 
David Bentley

Trumpets 
David Blackadder 
Phillip Bainbridge 

Cornets 
Timothy Hayward
John Hutchins

Trombones 
Susan Addison 
Peter Thorley 
Philip Dale

Ophicleide 
James Anderson

Timpani 
Adrian Bending
Benedict Hoffnung

Percussion
Nicholas Ormrod 
Nigel Bates 
Matthew Dickinson
Glyn Matthews
Charles Fullbrook 

Orchestra list
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Sopranos
Chloe Ayling
Helena Ballard
Jacqui Barnett
Helen Bates
Karen Benny
Carole Cameron
Lucielle Carlo
Rachel Clarke
Jenna Clemence
Vikki Collier
Sara Daintree
Sue Dix
Gemma Dixon
Claire Dodd
Sarah Fuggle
Marian Garnett
Mary George
Sarah Gosden
Sue Hampton
Jane Heath
Catrin Hepworth
Karan Humphries
Valerie Isitt
Emily Jacks
Charlotte Johnson
Ashley Jordan
Christine Leslie
Sue Lowe
Maria Marchant
Madeleine McGrant
Julia Neate
Hilary Oliver
Ruth Potter
Veronika Rettich
Elizabeth Rogers
Maxine Shearer
Wendy Sheridan
Louise Slator
Anne Taylor
Evelyn Thomas
Ellie Williams
Caroline Wright

Altos
Leah Blacklock
Carolyn Bodiam
Yvonne Connell
Helen Connolly Brice
Sally Cox
Rachael Curtis
Rosemary Davis
Pat Dixon
Ann Flood
Jill Gregson
Sheila Haddon
Phillippa Heggs
Mary Hill
Chris Hooper
Rosie Hopkins
Pat Howell
Tina James
Kristine Jenkins
Kirsten Johnson
Olga Noble
Miranda Ommanney
Jane Radford
Iveta Rozlapa
Jayne Swindin
Anna Szypula
Helen Tierney
Rosemary Venner

Tenors
Alex Bates
Xander Bird
Peter Borrowdale
David Brown
Patrick Callaghan
Andrew Castle
Jörg Ederle
Jamie Foye
Jaroslav Gavrilov
Maggie Heath
Paul Heggs
Michael Hope
Andy Jaeger
Charles Martin
Ken McCarthy
Jim Nelhams
Panos Ntoumtoufis
Bill Richards
Luke Thomas
John Vallance

Basses
Mike Abrams
Malcolm Aldridge
Laurence Beard
Roger Carter
Steven Copeland
David England
Quentin Evans
David Fisher
Richard Green
Kevin Hollands
David Kent
Pete Lazonby
Michael Martin
Amos Paran
Jon Parker
Simon Potter
Jeremy Rawson
David Stocks
Duncan Thompson
Neil Thompson
Phil Vanier
Tim Venner
Robin Wilson

President
Sir Andrew Davis

Director
Stephen Jackson

Vocal Coach
Deborah Miles-Johnson

French Language Coach
Sonja Nerdrum

Accompanist
Paul Webster

For the BBC 
Symphony Orchestra

General Manager
Paul Hughes

Planning Administrator
Rebecca Sackman

Chorus Administrator
Alison Dancer

Tours Manager
Kathryn Aldersea

BBC Symphony Chorus

Schola Cantorum of Oxford Choir

Sopranos
Abigail Ellison
Emma Clarke
Laura Bromley
Roya Stuart-Rees
Vienna Mullins
Harriet Caddick
Maria Gavriliouk

Altos
Sarah Clowry
Sarah Hendriks
Heather Thomas
Rebecca Grady
Sarah Champion
Kathryn Boast

Tenors
Matthew Thomson
Will Roddy
Ben Wingfield
Tim Coleman
Felix Leach

Basses
Sam Brown
Tomos Watkins
Tom Robinson-Woledge
Alex Brett
Jonathan Burr
Stephen McCarthy
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