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French composer Hector Berlioz
believed in love at first sight. When he
was 23, he attended a performance of
Shakespeare’s play Hamlet and fell
head over heels in love with Harriet
Smithson, an English actress who had a
leading role. Harriet didn’t show any
interest in him. She ignored his letters.

When he tried to meet her backstage she ordered
the guard to throw him out.

Berlioz was hurt and angry. He wanted revenge.
He got it by murdering Harriet—musically. She
inspired Symphonie fantastique, his most famous
work. The hero kills his beloved, is executed for
the crime, and the symphony ends with a bizarre
dance of ghosts, goblins and other monsters.

In real life, Berlioz met Harriet several years later.
He put on a special concert for her that included a
performance of Symphonie fantastique. Harriet
was impressed. Soon she fell in love with him
and they were married. Did they live happily ever
after?
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Obsession

Early in the 19th century, a young Frenchman saw a beau-
tiful young woman. She had all the qualities that he was
looking for in a wife. It was a case of love at first sight.

His love became an obsession, especially since the woman didn’t
pay any attention to him. That just made his feelings stronger. He
constantly thought about her. Sometimes he was very happy. More
often he was sad. When he saw her with another man, he became
extremely jealous. He began to go to church, trying to console
himself with religion.

One evening he went to an elaborate fancy dress ball. The
dancers swirled about the room, but the man didn’t feel like joining
them. He only wanted to be with his love—but he was too bashful
to ask her to dance. Occasionally, he would catch a glimpse of her,
smiling happily at her different partners. Finally, he gave up and
went home.

He took a walk in the countryside, hoping that peaceful images
of nature would help soothe his pain. Off in the distance, he heard
two shepherds piping to each other. But he didn’t find the calm
that he hoped for. He kept remembering his beloved. A storm
rolled in, reflecting his inner turmoil. After it passed, the sun began
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to set. One of the shepherds began piping again. The answer this
time wasn’t the other shepherd, but more thunder. The storm was
returning.

One day the young man heard that his beloved was having an
affair with someone else. He snapped. He couldn’t take it any
longer. He murdered the young woman. He was captured and
sentenced to death. On the day of his execution, he was escorted
from his cell and put into a horse-drawn cart. A band marched
along behind him. People lining the streets hooted and jeered at
him. He arrived at the scaffold. With his hands tied behind his
back, he slowly mounted the few steps. Then he knelt under the
guillotine, the sharp blade hanging over his head. He had one last
thought of his beloved. Then the heavy blade dropped. His severed
head bounced a few times on the wooden planks and rolled into a
basket.

But that wasn’t the end. A bizarre assembly of witches, ghosts,
goblins, and other awful monsters gathered for his funeral. It was
like a huge Halloween party as they all danced around the graves in
the cemetery. After a while his beloved appeared, but she was no
longer young and beautiful. She was old, ugly, and deformed. All the
horrible creatures howled their greetings to her, then they had one
final dance as bells tolled solemnly for the dead man.

If all this sounds like a fantastic, unbelievable story, most of it is.
It is the program, or plot, of Symphonie fantastique, which literally
means “fantastic symphony.” It was composed by Hector Berlioz
(pronounced BEAR-lee-oze).

Symphonie fantastique was inspired by real-life events. When
Berlioz was a young man and living in Paris, he often went to
performances of operas and plays. In 1827 he watched Shakespeare’s
play Hamlet. One of the main characters in the play is Ophelia, a
young woman who falls in love with Prince Hamlet. Hamlet rejects
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William Shakespeare (1564–1616),
an English playwright and poet,
wrote such famous works as
Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, Othello,
and Macbeth.

her. She goes mad and kills
herself. In the performance
Berlioz saw, the role of Ophelia
was played by an Irish actress
named Harriet Smithson.

Like the man in Symphonie
fantastique, Berlioz experienced
love at first sight. His feelings
became even stronger a few days
later when he saw Harriet per-
form the role of Juliet in Romeo
and Juliet. But his love seemed
doomed. Harriet was famous all
over the city of Paris, while
hardly anyone had heard of the
young composer. It didn’t matter
to him. He became obsessed and
started writing passionate love
letters to her.

She ignored them.

He tried to impress Harriet by presenting a concert of his own
music. It was a daring move, because no one in France had ever
tried doing that before. He hoped that such a presentation would
convince her that he was a dramatic artist who was worthy of her
notice.

It didn’t work. She still ignored him. She didn’t even know
what he looked like. In fact, she was probably a little frightened.
One night he tried to go backstage and meet her after she had
performed in a play. She refused to see him and ordered the guard
to throw him out.
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After so many rejections, most people would give up. Not
Berlioz. He somehow decided that she was testing him, that she
was deliberately avoiding him to see how serious he was. He kept
writing to her.

Scenarios like this, with unknown people trying to impress
famous actors, happen even today. For example, a young man
named John Hinckley saw Jodie Foster in the movie Taxi Driver. He
wanted to do something that would make her take notice of him—
so he tried to assassinate U.S. President Ronald Reagan in 1981.
After Hinckley was sent to prison, he mailed a series of bizarre
letters to Foster. People who have this kind of obsession are often
dangerous. In 1989, a young actress named Rebecca Schaeffer was
murdered by a stalker.

Fortunately, Hector Berlioz didn’t present a physical danger to
Harriet. When she went back to London without ever having met
him, he was heartbroken. He wanted revenge. But he took out his
grief and anger in music rather than through violence. That was
when he began writing Symphonie fantastique.

This tendency to put his emotions directly into music marks
Berlioz as among the first of what are called Romantic composers.
For the Romantics, expressing their emotions was the most impor-
tant aspect of their art.

Eventually Berlioz and Harriet would meet. But the outcome
wouldn’t be anything like what Berlioz had imagined it would be.
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