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“STAR CROSS’D LOVERS:” WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HARRIET SMITHSON AND  
HECTOR BERLIOZ,  

AND THE CONUNDRUM OF ROMÉO ET JULIETTE 
 

 

Abstract 

Harriet Smithson began her theatrical career as a mediocre Irish actress seeking success in England. 
Ironically, she received stardom in Paris during an 1827 season of Shakespeare presented by a 
British troupe. During these performances, Smithson transformed her perceived weakness in 
recitation and singing into a successful performance of physical expressiveness and naturalism. 
Hector Berlioz was one of the many leaders of the Romantic Movement to witness Smithson’s 
portrayal of Ophelia in Hamlet and Juliet in Romeo and Juliet. Berlioz became obsessed with 
Smithson and composed the Symphonie fantastique with her as the inspiration for his “idée fixe.” 
Berlioz married Smithson six years later; however, the marriage proved to be unhappy, inspiring 
Berlioz to compose Roméo et Juliette.  
 
Roméo et Juliette, misunderstood from its first performances as a literal reference to Shakespeare’s 
play, is an expression of Berlioz’s delusions of himself as Romeo and Smithson as his Juliet. It is 
through the portrayal of himself and Smithson in the guise of Romeo and Juliet that Berlioz is able to 
remember the intensity of their early love, and mourn the death of their romantic relationship. Four 
sections from Roméo et Juliette are analyzed and interpreted as a personal portrayal of the 
ultimately tragic Berlioz-Smithson romance. A survey of the many revolutionary techniques 
employed by Berlioz and the influence of Roméo et Juliette on the development of music is 
examined. 
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“Star-Cross’d Lovers:” William Shakespeare, Harriet Smithson and Hector Berlioz,  
and the Conundrum of Roméo et Juliette 

 

 September 11, 1827 was a day that would change the life of Hector Berlioz and 

subsequently the development of classical music forever. On this day, Berlioz was an audience 

member for a production of Shakespeare’s Hamlet by a British acting troupe performing at the 

Odéon theatre in Paris, France. Mediocre actress Harriet Smithson, in a moment of brilliance, would 

play the role of Ophelia with an honesty and intensity unfamiliar to the Parisians. Smithson’s 

portrayal of Ophelia, in English, with extensive use of gestures and physical expression, would 

momentarily make her a star in Paris.  

 Berlioz returned to the Odéon four days later for a production of Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet featuring Smithson as the lead ingénue. These performances began what Berlioz called years 

later in his Memoirs “the supreme drama of my life.”1 Berlioz became enamored with Smithson 

instantly, even stalking her. He obsessed about her for years, and composed the Symphonie 

fantastique as an expression of his obsession. Smithson was Berlioz’s idée fixe.  

 Berlioz and Smithson embarked upon a romantic relationship that would end tragically. 

Following years of pining, Berlioz finally met Smithson in 1832, after impressing her with a 

performance of the Symphonie fantastique. Berlioz and Smithson endured a rocky courtship, 

complete with disapproval from both families; however, Berlioz finally convinced the reluctant 

Smithson to marry him in 1833. The marriage proved difficult and ultimately unsustainable due to 

Smithson’s professional failures, depression, alcoholism, and illness, as well as Berlioz’s successes, 

travels, and infidelity.  

                                                           
1 Hector Berlioz, Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, ed. and trans. David Cairns (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1975), 95. 
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 Berlioz’s love for Smithson, however, morphed from unrequited passion to momentary bliss 

to sporadic, yet tender, care-giving, inspiring Berlioz’s greatest work: the dramatic symphony Roméo 

et Juliette. Throughout his entire life, Berlioz only saw one production of Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet; as soon as he had the financial means to compose a large work of his choosing, he returned to 

this play. His composition of Roméo et Juliette in 1839 corresponded to the end of Berlioz’s romantic 

relationship with Smithson. In the following years, he moved into an apartment with his mistress 

and eventual wife, Marie Recio.  

 Berlioz, a man of questionable mental stability, often attempted to transcend reality 

through literature and his own programmatic compositions. From the moment he observed 

Smithson on stage, Berlioz was under the delusion that Smithson was the embodiment of Juliet and 

Ophelia, and not an actress merely playing those parts. In Roméo et Juliette, Hector Berlioz cast 

himself as Romeo, and within the safety of immortal literary characters, he composed music that 

tells of the morality of his relationship with his Juliet, Harriet Smithson.   
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Chapter I 
The Tragic Love Story of Harriet Smithson and Hector Berlioz 

 

 From her conception, Harriet Constance Smithson was destined to be a great 

Shakespearean tragedienne, even though her merit as an actress was a serendipitous 

transformation of technical weaknesses into expressive strengths. On March 10, 1800, eight days 

before her birth, Harriet’s father and mother produced and performed in a theatrical benefit for 

their small family, which included, among various scenes, selections from William Shakespeare’s 

Romeo and Juliet. William Joseph Smithson, Harriet’s father, was an actor, producer, and manager 

by trade; however, he was not very successful as he struggled financially throughout his life. 2 Prior 

to Harriet’s birth, he remodeled an old theatre in Ennis, which he opened and managed while 

Harriett was very young, producing mostly light repertoire including comedies and musicals. Her 

brother Joseph and a crippled sister, whose name is unknown, completed the Smithson family.3  

 While Harriett was still a small child, her parents left her with their friend Reverend James 

Barrett while they managed and performed with touring theatre companies. Dr. Barrett was quite 

old, in his eighties, when he took Harriett as his ward. She spent eight years living in the Barrett 

home where she was educated and treated well, enjoying occasional visits from her parents. When 

Dr. Barrett passed away, Harriett’s parents decided on stability for their daughter as opposed to life 

on the road, and sent Harriett to the Waterford Boarding School.4 

 At the age of sixteen, after completing her education at the boarding school, Harriet began 

living on her own and acting professionally. In 1815, Harriett’s parents returned to Dublin after 

receiving unfavorable reviews for their performances, and Harriet, in an exchange that can only be 

                                                           
2Berlioz, Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, 563-564. From Cairns’s commentary. 
3 Peter Raby, Fair Ophelia: A Life of Harriet Smithson Berlioz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 1-
4. 
4 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 4-5. 
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made equivocal in the mind of a director, moved to Belfast to become a member of Montague 

Talbot’s company. Leading Smithson biographer Peter Raby sets the social context, “The theatre was 

one of the few occupations open to women of wit and ambition but limited means and influence.”5 

Talbot gave Smithson opportunities to perform leading roles while touring Ireland with his company.  

 Following Smithson’s successes in Ireland, Robert Elliston invited her to join his company in 

Birmingham, England. Elliston, then a manager and impresario, had the reputation of being the 

“greatest actor of present day.”6 Smithson’s first appearance with Elliston’s company was on June 

30, 1817, and in the following three months, she learned forty roles spanning genres, including 

melodrama and pantomime.  

 After Birmingham, Smithson made her London debut at the Theatre Royal on Drury Lane on 

January 20, 1818.7 Unfortunately, her debut happened at an inopportune time, as the box office at 

Drury Lane was suffering due to complaints of bad acting and poor direction. Following suit, 

Smithson’s reviews were not very good. “The Times was cool, praising her face and features, but 

questioning her talent, adding the patronizing suggestion that she might appear to more advantage 

in the line of country rustic.”8 Smithson’s Irish accent proved problematic and there were other 

reports that her voice was too small to project clearly in London’s larger theatres.9 For the actress, 

the inability to speak clearly in the language and dialect of her audiences would prove to be a 

lifelong and ultimately insurmountable problem. 

 Fortunately, the reviews improved when Smithson was cast in pantomime. In the genres of 

pantomime and melodrama, the actress was called upon to inflect her posture, gesture broadly, and 

                                                           
5 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 7. 
6 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 11. 
7 Berlioz, Memoirs, 563-564. From Cairns’s commentary. 
8 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 14 
9 John R. Elliot, “The Shakespeare Berlioz Saw,” Music & Letters, 57, no. 3 (July 1976): 302. 
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even mime to communicate intention and emotion.10 Additionally, Smithson’s stunning beauty was 

of primary importance when she was cast in ingénue roles. It seems probable that her ability to 

communicate dramatically was most effective when she concealed her provincial accent. Raby 

writes, “The taste of the time pushed the repertory towards spectacle, farce and melodrama….It 

may have contributed to the development of one especially strong element in her technique, her 

command of mime.”11  

 The financial strains at Drury Lane stifled Smithson’s career when the theatre closed on June 

5, 1819. Due to poor management by Stephen Kemble, brother to actors John and Charles Kemble, 

the theatre had acquired £90,000 in debt. When the theatre closed, Smithson left London to 

perform in regional theatres throughout England, including the Theatres Royal in Margate and 

Bristol, and the Royal Cobourg Theatre. She then returned to Ireland to perform a few roles at the 

Dublin Theatre Royal and to visit to her family. Smithson was no doubt relieved to return to London 

when Drury Lane reopened for the 1820 season, even though her compensation had been reduced. 

According to Raby, 

 This season Harriett received only £3 a week, which regulated her to the second green 
 room…Harriett’s status as the walking lady, restricted to a minor line of parts unless illness 
 or some other cause for absence gave rise to greater opportunity….The virtual ownership of 
 roles by permanent and influential members of the company made it difficult for a 
 newcomer, however talented, to advance.12 
 
 Most contemporary reviews mentioning Smithson discuss her beauty, not her talent, and 

certainly, her beauty helped her to be cast in her first leading Shakespearean role. Smithson starred 

as Desdemona with the revered actor Edmund Kean in the role of Othello in November of 1821. She 

received reviews that were not overly critical, but not enthusiastic.13  

                                                           
10 Mayer, David. Kerry Powell, editor. “Encountering Melodrama,” The Cambridge Companion to Victorian and 
Edwardian Theatre, 145-163. 
11 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 19-20. 
12 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 25. 
13 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 37-41. 
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 Ultimately, Smithson was unable to reach stardom in London for several reasons. She 

usually performed small roles; therefore, she did not get much stage time to work on her craft. She 

was criticized for her strong Irish accent, which she was unable to overcome. Possibly, there was a 

lack of money for pay a diction coach, or Smithson did not have the ear to retrain herself. One 

hopeful reviewer remarked, “Miss Smithson improves nightly, and is rapidly losing that drawl, which 

we presume she brought from the blarney districts of her native country.”14 Without addressing 

pronunciation, other critics commented on her poor delivery of lines, accusing the actress of being 

stiff and mechanical. In addition, at a time when actresses were contracted for a season to perform 

in both straight theatre and light musicals, Smithson was not a strong singer. She had only 

performed chorus work and very small roles in musicals. Finally, Smithson did not seem to possess 

the natural charisma essential for stardom. “Nor could it be argued that she had star quality; her 

innate modesty and her sweet but at this point somewhat passive stage personality, restricted her 

appeal.”15  

 Regardless of the critics, the pay-cuts, and the lack of significant artistic projects, Smithson’s 

stage career provided her with a way to make a living for her family in a time when the employment 

options for women were extremely limited. Smithson’s brother Joseph had left the family to pursue 

his own acting ambitions and adventures (he was literally an adventurer), and her father passed 

away. In order to provide for herself, her sister, and her mother, she worked during the theatrical 

season in London and spent her summers on lucrative tours.16 

 Smithson continued to work at the Drury Theatre with little promotion of position. “She 

continued to be thought agreeable, amiable, engaging … but her more habitual employment was to 

                                                           
14 Review, Bell’s Weekly Messenger, November 18 1821.  
15 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 29. 
16 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 41-42. 
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be cast in such spectacles as the pantomime.”17 Smithson continued to be most successful in roles 

where she did little speaking, using gestures and postures to communicate dramatically. 18 The 

season of 1826-1827 would be Smithson’s last in residence with the Drury Theatre. Miss Harriet 

Smithson’s next engagement was in Paris.  

 M. Emile Laurent developed a plan to bring a British acting troupe to Paris. Most of the 

actors, having worked in large theatres like Covenant Garden, were more experienced than 

Smithson. While the majority were English by birth, there were a few members from Dublin. 

Although the actors in the troupe were considered rather average, the artistic and commercial 

appeal of the performances was enhanced by the addition of a famous actor or two. Respected 

actor William Abbott was the company manager.  

 Charles Kemble was the first star to join the troupe in France. Because of his reputation as a 

great Shakespearean actor, Kemble chose to open the season with Hamlet. Kemble’s preferred 

leading lady was not available to join him, so Smithson was assigned the relatively small role of 

Ophelia with little time for preparation. Smithson had not played the role of Ophelia in many years, 

and never in England because of her strong accent.19 

 Smithson was abnormally hesitant to accept the role of Ophelia. Though she had played the 

part in her youth in Ireland twelve years earlier, she was not a strong singer, and beautiful singing in 

the mad scenes was a requirement in England. In fact, Raby writes, “the role [of Ophelia] continued 

for some time to be regarded more for its musical decoration than its dramatic significance.”20 

Smithson was so concerned about playing the role of Ophelia that she begged other actresses in the 

troupe to take the part, even offering to pay them.  

                                                           
17 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 32-33. 
18 Mayer, “Encountering Melodrama,” 145-163. 
19 Judith Wechsler, “Performing Ophelia: Iconography of Madness,” Theatre Survey, 43, no. 2 (November 
2002): 202. 
20Raby, Fair Ophelia, 54-55. 
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 Realizing that Shakespeare uses Ophelia’s singing and her meandering texts as signifiers for 

madness, Smithson feared failure as Ophelia in Paris. Leslie Dunn writes, “Singing then functions as a 

highly theatrical sign of Ophelia’s estrangement from ‘normal’ social discourse, as well as from her 

‘normal’ self.”21 If Smithson was incapable of singing well, how could she possibly be effective as 

Ophelia? Little did she know that her performance would make her a star in Paris, the object of 

Berlioz’s obsession, and the inspiration for several of his most beautiful compositions.  

 
Harriet Smithson by George Clint. 

 
 The Odéon Théâtre, the second national theatre after the Comédie-Français, was chosen for 

the production even though more recent seasons at the Odéon had been less than successful. Once 

the announcement had been made that the British troupe would begin with Hamlet, critics 

published arguments, based mostly on nationalistic ideals, for and against the performance of 

Shakespeare in Paris.22  

                                                           
21Leslie C. Dunn, “Ophelia’s songs in Hamlet: music, madness, and the feminine,” in Embodied voices: 
representing female vocality in Western culture, ed. Leslie C. Dunn and Nancy A. Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 51. 
22 Elliot, “The Shakespeare Berlioz Saw,” 293-294. 
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 Dating from 1769, the only version of Shakespeare’s Hamlet circulating in France was an 

adaptation by dramatist and translator Jean-François Ducis (1733-1816). Although the educated 

elite of Paris had previously read, and possibly seen performances of Ducis’s adaption, members of 

the audience were eager to purchase the more authentic text created by the British troupe for this 

particular production of Hamlet. These texts offered by the British troupe contained cuts 

traditionally taken by the British actors as well as additional cuts to please the censors in France. The 

text was available in French, English, or in a combined version. Only two-thirds of Shakespeare’s 

original text was retained. The character of Ophelia was purified; Hamlet’s sexually charged 

innuendos and the references to Ophelia’s death as a possible suicide were removed. Even so, and 

even with the cuts and adaptations, this version of Hamlet was shocking to the French. They 

discovered that Shakespeare’s plot was completely different from the accepted adaption by Ducis.23 

 Many factors about the performance were surprising to the Parisian audience that evening 

in September of 1827, most notably the acting styles of Kemble and Smithson. The French audience 

was accustomed to an acting style that was steeped in pomp and circumstance with catalogued 

postures and gestures. The English actors portrayed Shakespeare in the guise of themselves with 

naturalness and character identification. James Penrose writes, “The effect of Shakespeare on an 

audience accustomed to the formalities and mannerisms of classical theater was electrifying.”24 

Many Parisians wrote about the “naturalness” of Kemble’s acting, which astonished and touched 

them. Kemble’s acting was thus incredibly effective for an audience accustomed to the contrived 

theatrical practices inherited from Molière. 

 The audience hugely applauded Smithson as Ophelia. It seemed as though the actress had 

been preparing for this moment her whole life. Since moving to England, Smithson had been 

                                                           
23 Elliot, “The Shakespeare Berlioz Saw,” 295. 
24 James F. Penrose, “Successes just missed: the career of Hector Berlioz,” New Criterion, 19, no. 2 (October 
2000): 29-43.  
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marginalized from stage plays to melodramas and pantomime, theatrical genres where her primary 

mode of communication would be physical and not verbal. During her Hamlet performance, “[s]he 

unleashed an almost overwhelming emotional force. This was achieved partly by using her extensive 

command of mime to depict in precise detail the state of Ophelia’s confused mind…by conveying 

the impression of an absolute identification with the role which was totally at variance with French 

classical acting.”25 By learning to compensate for poor recitation skills through kinetic 

expressiveness, Smithson developed techniques for physical representation that superseded 

language, allowing her to successfully convey the character of Ophelia to the non-English speaking 

Parisian audience.   

 Her unconventional treatment of Ophelia’s songs and her representation of feminine 

madness were perceived as artistic genius by the Parisians. In keeping with her natural 

characterization of Ophelia, instead of singing Ophelia’s songs with the voice of a trained 

professional actress, Smithson brought truth to the character and her madness with incoherent 

musical phrases.26 Again, Smithson’s seeming weakness became an overriding strength. Rather than 

using a trained voice to dazzle with displays of stagecraft, Smithson turned the deficiency of poor 

singing skills into a realistic portrayal of madness.   

 Smithson used her talent for mime and gesture, and her inability to sing well to represent 

naïve Ophelia’s mental breakdown.27 Many years later, Berlioz wrote, “Her acting in the mad scene 

of Hamlet which so moved the house that men wept and left the theatre convulsed by 

uncontrollable emotion, seems to have been almost an improvisation, owing nothing to traditional 

routines. Numerous accounts single out the power of her mime and a certain harrowing quality in 

                                                           
25 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 63. 
26 Raby, Fair Ophelia, 63. 
27 Wechsler, “Performing Ophelia,” 202. 
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her voice.”28 The performances of Hamlet were a triumph introducing Shakespeare, in a much truer 

form, to the French and presenting a more naturalistic acting style in the performances of the British 

cast.  

 
Harriet Smithson as Ophelia in “Hamlet,” Act IV, scene v. Lithograph by  

A. Devéria and L. Boulanger from “Souvenirs du théâtre anglais à Paris,” 1827. 
 

 As Paris was one of the rich cultural centers in the early nineteenth century, the audience 

for Hamlet was full of artists and writers. One of the leaders of literary Romanticism Alexandre 

Dumas, author of Le Comte de Monte-Cristo and Les Trois Mousquetaires, was in the audience that 

evening. Reflecting on the performance, Dumas wrote,  

 The truth of the dialogue-of which I understood not one word, I admit, but whose sense I 
 could gauge just from the inflexions and intonations of the actors; the naturalness of the 
 gestures, which were intended solely to echo and support the ideas; the relaxed postures 
 which added to  the illusion, since they suggested that the actors were so intent on the 
 business at hand that they had forgotten the public’s presence. 29 

                                                           
28 Berlioz, Memoirs, 96.  
29 Alexandre Dumas, Impressions de voyage en Suisse (New York: Cercle du livre de France, 1948), vol. 2, p. 75. 
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 Twenty-three year old composer and music journalist Hector Berlioz had been in Paris for six 

years and was a regular audience member at the Odéon Théâtre. He was in the audience for the 

premiere of Hamlet on September 11, 1827. In his Memoirs, he wrote, 

 I come now to the supreme drama of my life. I shall not recount all its sad vicissitudes. I will 
 say only this: an English company came over to Paris to give a season of Shakespeare at the 
 Odéon,  with a repertory of plays quite unknown in France. I was at the first night of Hamlet. 
 In the role of Ophelia, I saw Henriette Smithson, who five years later became my wife. The 
 impression made on my heart and mind by her extraordinary talent, nay her dramatic 
 genius, was equaled only by the havoc wrought in me by the poet she so nobly 
 interpreted.30 

 

 
Harriet Smithson as Juliet and Charles Kemble as Romeo in “Romeo and Juliet,” final scene.  

Lithograph by Francis-Antoine Conscience. 
 

 Following the success of Hamlet, the British company decided to produce Romeo and Juliet. 

Again, problems arouse concerning discrepancies in the different versions of the text. The version of 

Romeo and Juliet used by the British troupe, though much closer to Shakespeare’s intentions than 

anything previously known by the French, was still a bastardization. The French were more 

accustomed to this story as Ducis’s Roméo et Juliette was closer to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet 

                                                           
30 Berlioz, Memoirs, 95. 
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than his adaptation of Hamlet. The script used by the British company was half of Shakespeare’s 

play, eliminating references of sexual nature and eliminating secondary characters in order to focus 

more intently on the two lovers. More importantly, two additional scenes written by eighteenth-

century Shakespearean actor David Garrick (1717-1779), including one where Juliet awakens after 

Romeo drinks the poison but before he has died, were added.31 Dating back to the Restoration, 

these scripts, probably sides and a prompter’s book, had been passed down by actors for 

generations until they disintegrated from over-use. The scenery was extravagant though unspecific, 

created with functional stock pieces and backdrops, which would be used for other productions as 

well. The orchestra played during the performance while the actors were speaking and during set 

changes.32  

 Romeo and Juliet was another great achievement for the British troupe and Smithson. 

Because of the enthusiastic response to her Ophelia, Smithson received a promotion in status 

among the company. She was cast as Juliet, a much more sizeable role than she expected during her 

engagement in Paris. Berlioz attended a performance of Romeo and Juliet four nights after seeing 

Hamlet, and wrote in his Memoirs, “By the power of the acting, especially that of Juliet herself, the 

rapid flow of the scenes, the play of expression and voice and gesture, told me more and gave me a 

far richer awareness of the ideas and passions of the original than the words of my pale and garbled 

translation could do.”33 The only performance of Romeo and Juliet that Berlioz would ever see, he 

remembered this night for the remainder of his life and reflected on it when writing his Roméo et 

Juliette symphony many years later.34 Again, critics swooned for Smithson, complimenting her 

                                                           
31 David Garrick, The Plays of David Garrick, Volume 3: Garrick's Adaptations of Shakespeare, 1744 – 1756, ed. 
by Harry William Pedicord and Fredrick Louis Bergman (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1981) 
75-149. 
32 Elliot, “The Shakespeare Berlioz Saw,” 294. 
33 Berlioz, Memoirs, 97. 
34 Elliot, “The Shakespeare Berlioz Saw,” 307. 
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beauty and her acting, thus prompting the Parisians to bestow upon her the nickname, “la belle 

Irlandaise.” 

 
Harriet Smithson as Ophelia in “Hamlet.” Artist unknown.   

Appeared on cover to first edition of Berlioz’s “La mort d’Ophélie” in 1848. 
 
 Following her glory as Ophelia and Juliet, Smithson was never able to reach the same level 

of artistic success. The third play presented by the British troupe was Othello, and while the play was 

well received, the reviews were not as enthusiastic. The actors in secondary and minor roles were 

mediocre and in the role of Desdemona, greatly reduced by cuts, Smithson did not shine as brightly. 

Smithson’s perceived mediocrity may possibly have been due to miscasting; Desdemona is quite a 

different character from Ophelia and Juliet in terms of maturity and age. While Ophelia and Juliet 

are teenage victims of their families and lovers, Desdemona walks to her death with the courage 

and strength to accept responsibility for her poor choice of lover.  

 Smithson appeared in a few other plays with the English company, including her own star 

vehicle, Nicholas Rowe’s Jane Shore, before the Parisian season closed in December. After the 

company returned to England, Smithson chose to remain in Paris where she continued to star in 

Shakespearean plays, including King Lear, The Merchant of Venice, and Macbeth. Additionally, the 

artistic elite of Paris who adored Smithson would sponsor benefits for her personal financial gain, a 

customary practice for patrons and performers of the time. When Covenant Garden and Theatre 
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Royal Drury Lane offered Smithson far better contracts than she had ever imagined before her 

successes in Paris, she refused them. She believed that opportunities across Europe would 

materialize for her, but these dreams were never realized. 

 
Harriet Smithson. Artist Unknown. 

 
 While Smithson enjoyed the afterglow of her success, Berlioz’s affections for the actress 

became an obsession. He began to stalk Smithson, waiting outside the Odéon Théâtre to catch 

glimpses of her attending rehearsals and performances. His strange behavior earned him the 

sarcastic nickname “Le Père de Joie,” or “the Father of Joy.”35 After a miserable winter, Berlioz 

decided to show Smithson that he, like her, was a great artist: “I resolved that though my name was 

unknown to her, I would by a supreme effort make it shine so that even she caught a gleam of it. I 

would dare to attempt what no composer had attempted in France before: I would give a concert 

exclusively of my own works, at the Conservatoire. Yes, I thought, I will show her that ‘I, too, am a 

painter.’”36 In 1829, Berlioz composed pieces connected to his admiration and affections for 

Smithson, the Melodies Irlandaise for soloist, chorus, and piano based on the poetry of Irishman 

Thomas Moore (1779-1852).  
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 The same winter and into the next year, Berlioz wrote letters to Smithson but received no 

reply. In a letter to his friend Edouard Rocher, Berlioz expressed his torment over Smithson, “I keep 

myself busy all day long but I can’t take my mind off her. I haven’t seen her for four months now.”37 

Of course, when Berlioz talked about “seeing her,” he meant it in a literal sense. At this point, he 

had had no personal interaction with her. The relationship between them existed only in his 

imagination.   

 Deciding her career opportunities were more promising in Paris, Smithson moved her 

mother and invalid sister to France, and much of her attention was directed towards them. 

Smithson had always been focused on supporting her family financially, so there was little time for 

suitors. Perhaps Smithson’s French was too poor to respond to Berlioz’s letters. Yet, it is more likely 

that Berlioz’s reputation of being mentally unstable preceded him. This poor opinion of Berlioz 

began during his studies at the Conservatoire and plagued him, not without justification, throughout 

his lifetime. Surely, the conservative and cautious Smithson was wary of personal interactions with 

Berlioz because she believed the rumors circulating through their shared artistic circles.  

 Berlioz was not discouraged by her silence. Writes Beth Hart, “[Berlioz’s] greatest love 

affairs were characterized by absence. He enjoyed suffering the agonies and ecstasies of the literary 

characters’ unappeased desires.”38 He instead consulted a mutual friend, an Englishman with the 

surname Turner, to intercede for him during a voyage to Amsterdam. Turner would be traveling, in 

the spirit of friendship, as Smithson’s companion. Berlioz wrote a letter professing his love to 

Smithson and gave it to Turner to present to her. When Smithson’s trip, and therefore any possible 

response, was delayed, Berlioz went out of his mind with anxiety and anticipation. He sent another 

                                                           
37 Berlioz, Hector, Selected Letters of Berlioz, ed. Hugh MacDonald, trans. Roger Nicholas (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1995), 56. 
38 Beth Hart, “The Loves of Hector Berlioz, in His Life and in Les Troyens,” The Opera Quarterly, 19, no. 3 
(Summer 2003): 331-356.  
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note to her residence, but she had instructed her servants that she would not receive any 

correspondence from him.  

 Again, Berlioz persisted. He discovered that Smithson would be performing in a benefit at 

the Opéra-Comique on February 25, 1829. He wrote,  

 I avoided going near the English theater and averted my gaze from the pictures of Miss 
 Smithson which were prominently displayed in all the bookshop windows. I wrote to her, 
 however, without getting a word in reply. After the first few letters, which had not so much 
 touched as alarmed her, she told her maid not to accept any more, and nothing would alter 
 her decision….But when I heard that two acts of Romeo, with Miss Smithson and Abbot, 
 were to figure in a benefit performance organized for the French actor Huet, I had a sudden 
 fancy to have my name on the playbill alongside that of my great tragedienne. I hoped to 
 score a success  under her very eyes.39 
 
 Berlioz managed to have his Waverly Overture performed that evening. Berlioz recounted a 

rehearsal for the benefit in his Memoirs: 

 I came in just as the frantic Romeo was bearing Juliet in his arms. My glance fell involuntarily 
 on the Shakespearean scene. I gave a shriek and fled, wringing my hands. Juliet saw me and 
 heard my cry. She was afraid. Pointing me out to the actors who were on the stage with her, 
 she warned them to beware of that “gentleman with the eyes that bode no good.”40 
 
Smithson believed the rumors that Berlioz was epileptic and mentally unstable. During the benefit 

performance, Berlioz had to leave after conducting his overture, not being able to bear to watch 

Smithson’s performance. Yet, even a year later, he was still obsessed with her. In March of 1830, he 

wrote to friend, pianist, and composer Ferdinand Hiller: 

 I must write to you again this evening, not that this letter will, perhaps, be any more 
 cheerful than the others, but never mind. Can you explain to me what it is, this power of 
 emotion, this ability to suffer which is destroying me?...Tears as always, tears of  sympathy; I 
 see Ophelia shedding them, I hear her tragic voice, the light of her sublime eyes  consumes 
 me….Beyond all doubt, Harriet Smithson and Hector Berlioz will be reunited in  the oblivion 
 of the tomb! 41 
  

                                                           
39 Berlioz, Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, 117. 
40 Berlioz, Memoirs of Hector Berlioz, 118. 
41 Berlioz, Selected Letters of Berlioz, 66-67. 
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 When Smithson returned to England in the spring, the British were skeptical of her success 

in Paris. Out of curiosity, Londoners bought tickets to see her, but were unimpressed. Again, her 

delivery of the lines was criticized. The British critics accused her of mispronunciations, an 

unintelligible accent, incorrect emphasis, and a “wooden and automatic style of recitation.”42 One 

wonders if the “naturalism” lauded by the French was the same quality that the British interpreted 

as under-acting, or if her theatrical delivery was so lacking that it negated her other abilities in 

performances when she primarily expressed characterization through spoken lines. After 

performances in London, Smithson toured the provincial regions of England only to find upon her 

return that her spot at Covenant Garden and Theatre Royal Drury Lane had been taken by a younger 

and better-connected actress, Charles Kemble’s daughter Fanny Kemble. Paris again came to rescue 

“la belle Irlandaise” with an unusual offer from the Opéra-Comique, a role where she spoke in 

English and all the other characters sang in French. 

 In a letter to Hiller, Berlioz wrote that he believed Smithson had disappeared from Paris 

forever. Berlioz laments, “Oh, poor girl! How I loved you! I love you, and I’m shaking as I write the 

words!...Is there an afterlife, shall we meet? Shall I one day see Shakespeare? Will she know me?... 

Will she understand the poetry of my love?”43 Believing Smithson was lost to him, at least in this life, 

Berlioz began dating Marie Moke, otherwise nicknamed Camille.  

 Moke was an excellent pianist as well as a beautiful and vivacious woman. “She was a 

talented musician, a lively intelligent companion, a bit of a tease and far more sexually experienced 

and aggressive than he.”44 She became the new object of Berlioz’s affection, and he nicknamed her 
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“Ariel” after Prospero’s fairy in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Berlioz and Camille were planning to be 

married; his letters in the summer of 1830 discuss their potential engagement.45  

 On his fourth attempt, however, in 1830 to attain the Prix de Rome, Berlioz won the prize 

and it required him to spend a two-year residency in Italy. The long-distance relationship was more 

than Moke could handle. During his absence, she became engaged to a past suitor, the same man 

she previously had left in favor of Berlioz. When Berlioz received news of the engagement, he 

developed an elaborate plan to dress as a woman, sneak into her house in Paris, and kill her, her 

overbearing mother, and himself. He went so far as to have a disguise made and traveled half way 

to Paris before the luggage containing his costume was misplaced, and the train agents redirected 

his route because of his unusual behavior.46 Berlioz then accidentally fell, or purposely flung himself, 

into the ocean from the train. Beth Hart writes, “One might prefer to think of this escapade as a 

piece of theatre, sheer opéra bouffe, but it persisted over a week of travel during which he ate 

nothing, became delirious, and one day fell into the sea. Having nearly drowned, a few days later he 

woke up with the reality that he wanted to live.”47 

 In 1831, Smithson returned to London, but not to the major houses. She toured in the 

provinces and played in secondary theatres in the major cities, including Theatre Royal Drury Lane 

and Theatre Royal Haymarket. Though she played the Shakespearean characters of Queen Elizabeth 

in Richard III and Desdemona in Othello, she was now too old to portray Juliet and Ophelia.48 
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Engraving by J. Hopwood after a painting by Rose Emma Drummond. 

 
 Providentially, Berlioz and Smithson were destined to meet each other in Paris. In 1832, 

Smithson, a career woman by nature, decided to return to Paris and manage an English company 

that would perform at the Théâtre-Italien. Simultaneously, Berlioz received a six-month leave from 

his apprenticeship in Rome and returned to Paris before heading to Germany for an additional year. 

Since his former apartment was leased, he rented a room in a building where Smithson had 

previously lived. He recalled in his Memoirs: 

 [M]eeting the old servant who had for many years been housekeeper to the establishment, I 
 asked what had become of Miss Smithson and whether she had heard any news of her. ‘But 
 sir, didn’t you know […] She’s in Paris, she was staying here only a few days ago. She left the 
 day before yesterday and moved to Rue di Rivoli. She was in the apartment that you have 
 now. She is director of an English company that’s opening next week.” I stood aghast at the 
 extraordinary series of coincidences. It was fate. I saw it was no longer possible for me to 
 struggle against it.49 
 
 Smithson’s prospects were diminishing as Berlioz returned triumphantly to Paris. Smithson’s 

British company was less than successful. The opening production of Jane Shore was not well 

received or well attended. The stress of the failing company and the possibility of financial ruin took 

a toll on Smithson’s health forcing the cancellation of performances. Berlioz, on the other hand, was 
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warmly welcomed back to Paris with a performance of his Symphonie Fantastique and the premiere 

of its companion piece, Lélio (originally entitled La Retour à la Vie). Symphonie Fantastique had 

already been performed a few times, stirring a great deal of conversation in the music world and 

adding to Berlioz’s reputation as a composer.  

 A couple of days before the concert, Berlioz was introduced to an Englishman with the 

surname Schutter, a friend of Smithson. Berlioz offered Schutter box seats the performance of 

Symphonie Fantastique, if he would invite Smithson. Though Smithson was in a state of depression 

due to her failing theatrical prospects and poor health, she agreed to go to the concert. Again, the 

eyes of tout de monde were on Harriet Smithson. The audience and, soon enough Smithson herself, 

knew she was the inspiration for Berlioz’s programmatic symphonies. Berlioz wrote in his Memoirs: 

 On entering the stage box above the sea of musicians (for I had collected a very large 
 orchestra), she was aware of a buzz of interest all over the hall. Everyone seemed to be 
 staring in her direction; a thrill of emotion went through her, half excitement, half fear, 
 which she could not clearly account for. Habeneck was conducting. When I came in and sat 
 breathlessly down behind him, Miss Smithson, who until then had supposed she might have 
 mistaken the name at the head of the programme, recognized me. “Yes, it is he,” she 
 murmured; “poor young man, I  expect he has forgotten me…I hope he has.” The symphony 
 began and produced a tremendous effect.50   
 
 After the performance, Smithson sent Berlioz a note of congratulations. Berlioz urgently 

asked to meet her, and they did formally meet on December 9, 1832. While meeting an actress in 

person is quite different from observing her on stage, Berlioz seemed smitten with the real Smithson 

as well. Berlioz wrote the following in a letter to her between December 10 and 18: “If you do not 

desire my death, in the name of pity (I dare not say of love) let me know when I can see you. I cry 

mercy, pardon on my knees, between my sobs.”51 Over the next few days, Berlioz and Smithson 

must have seen each other, and she expressed affection for him. On December 19, Berlioz wrote to 
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his friend Franz Liszt, “Everything about her delights and enthralls me; when she avowed her 

feelings openly, I was alarmed and driven nearly mad [….] I shall never leave her. It is my destiny.”52 

 Immediately, Berlioz wanted to marry Smithson despite her many problems. Berlioz knew of 

Smithson’s trouble finding profitable work, her feelings of obligation to the British actors she had 

brought to Paris, her responsibility for her mother and crippled sister, and the depression and 

illnesses recently caused by her stress. However, he was irrefutably blinded by love—his for her and 

hers for him. He wrote in a letter, “Yes, she loves me, she has a heart like Juliet’s, here indeed is my 

Ophelia. When I’m unable to see her, we write each other as many as three letters a day, she in 

English and I in French.”53 In spite of her need, Smithson, who had provided for herself and her 

family in the past, was hesitant to marry Berlioz, and their courtship overflowed with drama and 

conflict. It would not be long before these indicators of trouble would materialize fully in their 

marriage.  

 However, other moments in their bumpy courtship were full of the exuberance of 

expectation realized. In a letter to Franz Liszt, Berlioz rejoiced, “Yes, I love her! And I am loved. She 

told me that herself yesterday in front of her sister.”54 Did Berlioz really fall in love with Smithson, or 

with the roles that she played? In his letters and Memoirs, Berlioz never used Smithson’s given 

English name, “Harriet.” Instead, he always gave her nicknames including “Ophelia,” “Juliet,” 

“Henriette” or “H.S.” Berlioz seemed to be adopting Shakespearean aspirations in the way he 

recounted and narrated the story of their courtship. Early in the relationship, Smithson asked Berlioz 

not to come to her performances. She, being five years older and more grounded, was suspicious as 

to whether Berlioz loved Harriet Smithson the person, or the actress’s characters.55  
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 Concerning the possibility of marriage, both families disapproved. Smithson’s sister had a 

great influence on her and strongly opposed her marrying a Catholic Frenchman. Berlioz’s father, a 

physician, was furious at the idea of his son, who had already disobeyed him by becoming a 

musician, wanting to marry a woman who was a Protestant actress from Ireland, five years his 

senior, and in significant debt. Furthermore, Dr. Berlioz’s arguments included a belief that his son 

was incapable of committing to Smithson for the remainder of his life. Dr. Berlioz predicted that his 

son would lose interest in her and she would become a burden to him. He believed that his son “was 

wronging Harriet by marrying her, and that he would in time abandon her for someone else….The 

more [Dr. Berlioz] opposed, the more adamant [Hector] became to achieve the promised land of 

marriage which he endows with a dangerously inflated idea of happiness.”56 When Berlioz received 

his father’s refusal of his request to marry Smithson, he began the process of sommations 

respectueses, a legal process that prevents a father from disowning his son because of an 

unsupported decision. 

 Then, to complicate the situation further, Smithson broke her leg getting out of a carriage. 

At the time, she had been planning a benefit. Berlioz stepped in as producer, calling upon his friends 

Franz Liszt and Frédéric Chopin to play a piano duet and several opera singers from the Théâtre-

Italien to perform. He raised over 6,500 francs, which were used to pay Smithson’s debt collectors, 

as well as debts owed by other members of her British company.  

 In the next four months while she was homebound with a broken leg, Smithson listened to 

her sister persistent complaints about Berlioz. During Smithson’s recovery, Berlioz wrote to his sister 

Adèle, “It’s been three months now since she broke her leg and she’s still having trouble walking, 

even with crutches.”57 Moreover, in another letter a couple of weeks later, this time to Humbert 
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Ferrand, “I’m with Harriet; she’s still unwell and in pain, which I find distressing.” During this time, 

Berlioz tried to give Smithson money, which she refused, only eventually accepting money from a 

grant Berlioz obtained for her company.  

 For Berlioz, the uncertainty of Smithson’s decision to marry him was tremendously painful, 

causing him to consider suicide.  

 I still exist in the same tortured and agitated state; perhaps I will see Henriette this evening 
 for the last time; she is so wretched that it makes my heart bleed: and her irresolute and 
 timid nature prevents her from knowing how to take the least decision. But that must come 
 to an end; I cannot go on living like this.  
  All this tale is sad and drenched in tears; but I hope that there will be nothing more 
 than tears. I have done everything that the most devoted heart could do; if she is not 
 happier and in an established situation, it is her own fault.58 
 
Berlioz gave Smithson one final opportunity to choose to marry him. If she denied him again, he 

would leave her forever. Berlioz wanted to assume responsibility for her debts and family, but she 

continued to question their relationship. Presumably, she doubted his mental health and maturity, 

and worried about his unrealistic expectations of their future together. Berlioz’s patience had begun 

to waver. On August 30, he wrote 

 I’ve done everything for her and she doesn’t dare take risks for me. She’s too weak and 
 reasonable….I’m leaving poor Henriette in great misery and in a dreadful position; but 
 there’s  nothing more I can do for her….She’ll suffer the consequences of her unfortunate 
 character, which is weak and incapable of deep feeling or decisive action.”59 
 
At some point during this period, Smithson accused Berlioz of not loving her. He responded by 

attempting to commit suicide by taking a lethal dose of opium in front of her. 
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Hector Berlioz. Painting by E. Signol. 

 
 Finally, on September 3, Berlioz wrote to a friend, “Harriet came and I’m staying. We’ve 

announced our engagement.”60 After waiting six years and despite Smithson’s continued hesitancy, 

Berlioz married his Juliet on October 3, 1833, at the British Embassy. Liszt attended and signed the 

marriage certificate as a witness. In a letter to his sister Adèle, Berlioz describes the wedding as 

follows: 

 Yes, my dear Adèle, it’s done. The ceremony took place last Thursday according to the 
 French and English forms of service. Harriet was afraid I would be emotional and had given 
 me strict instructions to contain myself as far as possible in front of so many witnesses, and I 
 followed her advice so well that my calm was superb and it was she on the contrary who 
 shed tears. I’m with her at Vincennes in a pretty little country cottage far away from all 
 those busy bodies.61 
 
In his Memoirs, Berlioz seemed to be writing a part for himself as hero. 
 
 In the summer of 1833, Henriette Smithson being bankrupt and still weak, I married her in 
 the face of violent opposition of her family and after having had to resort to legal action 
 with regard to mine. On our wedding day, she had nothing in the world but her debts and 
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 the dread of never being able to make a complete return to the stage….but she was mine, 
 and I defied the world.62 
 
Hector and Harriet Berlioz honeymooned blissfully in Vincennes on money that they had borrowed. 

 
Kemble as Romeo, Smithson as Juliet.  

Lithograph by A. Devéria and L. Boulanger, from “Souvenirs du théâtre anglais à Paris,” 1827. 
 

 Raby writes, “With hindsight, it is painfully clear that most of the ills envisioned by the 

couples’ families and friends took place in due course, and that neither temperamentally, 

intellectually nor perhaps physically were Harriet and Berlioz a suitable match.”63 Always a provider, 

Smithson may have agreed to the marriage for financial reasons. Soon after the wedding, Harriet 

asked Berlioz if she could retire from the theatre. It is quite possible that depression had developed 

in Harriet due to her increasingly difficult and disappointing career as an actress. Berlioz agreed to 

let her stay at home and he assumed responsibility for debts she had acquired before the marriage. 

Berlioz organized benefits to aid in the payment of these debts. At the first of these benefits, Harriet 

gave a humiliating performance due to awkward movement and aging beauty, which greatly 
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embarrassed Berlioz. A second benefit, including a performance by virtuoso Niccolò Paganini, was 

more successful. 

  In a newly constructed marriage where Harriet is financially dependent on Berlioz, she 

became pregnant and the couple was overjoyed. They moved outside of Paris to Montmartre where 

Berlioz’s friends would come for daylong visits in the country. With news of a baby, lines of 

previously closed communication now opened between Berlioz and his family. After a long and 

intense labor, Harriet Smithson Berlioz gave birth to Louis Berlioz, named after Berlioz’s grandfather, 

on August 14, 1834. Berlioz was ecstatic. “She had an extremely painful labor; for some moments I 

was even worried she might not survive. But all ended happily after forty hours of terrible 

suffering.”64  

 During this time, Berlioz created a new character for Harriet, another for which she was 

unsuited: the role of the eternally nurturing mother was not one Harriet was born to play. “If she 

could have stayed as he portrays her, tranquil, doting on her child, resting patiently in the shade 

until her husband-artist returned from the world of Paris, the idyll might have survived for longer.”65 

After giving birth, Harriet decided that she had not finished her work as an actress and that she 

would like to return to the theatre. It is likely that she was less suited to domestic life and child 

rearing than she had previously believed. The result of which was that Louis grew to prefer his 

father’s company. Berlioz wrote, “His feelings for me at the moment are more like passion than 

anything else. He calls out to me in his dreams, he refuses to eat or lie down when I’m out of the 

house, and when I come back, he shouts with joy and jumps about endlessly.”66 

 Although Berlioz had agreed to Harriet’s request to retire from the stage, he was unable to 

accept Harriet separated from the persona of her characters. Additionally, the insistent calls of 
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creditors inspired Berlioz to seek opportunities for Harriet to work. In his Memoirs, Berlioz writes, “I 

would have liked to give Henriette the opportunity for a splendid retaliation; but there are no 

English actors in Paris whose aid she could enlist. She would have had again to resort to wholly 

inadequate amateurs and appear only in mutilated fragments of Shakespeare—a worse than useless 

thing, as events had shown.”67 Berlioz pitched the idea of a musical piece featuring Harriet at the 

Théâtre-Nautique, which did not come to fruition. However, soon after Louis’s birth, Berlioz’s 

persistence on behalf of his wife secured a part for her as a mime in a production.  

 Like Harriet, Berlioz was also unsuited for a domesticated life in the countryside. He 

required more intellectual and artistic stimulation than Harriet alone could provide.  

 Berlioz’s artistic world of poetry was a place of constant and urgent passion which made 
 more demands upon him then Harriet could ever do as herself, rather than as transfigured 
 by Shakespeare into Ophelia or Juliet. It was a world where she could scarcely enter her own 
 person, and of which she never became fully a part. Very soon, she grew aware of the 
 tension  between the domestic scene and the wider artistic and intellectual sphere, which 
 Berlioz loved and needed. 68 
 
With the hopes of Harriet’s return to stardom, the small family moved back to Paris in October.  

 Harriet’s attempt to return to the stage was overall unsuccessful, and she began to feel 

bitter about her failed career and artistic isolation. Berlioz wrote to Adèle, “Harriet is depressed to 

see me alone doing the work and not to be able to do anything herself, accustomed as she has been 

all her life to supporting her whole family. Sometimes she’s nearly mad with frustration.”69 Harriet 

played a mime in a ballet version of Hamlet and appeared in private theatres, but other 

opportunities failed to present themselves. Berlioz wrote to various theatres, producers, and even 

playwrights asking for “dumb roles,” in which Harriet would not speak. In a letter to novelist and 

playwright George Sand (1804-1876), Berlioz implores: 
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 The idea is new: it involves finding some context with a French drama for an English woman 
 who speaks French with difficulty and with an accent that must be justifiable, or who does 
 not know sufficient French to express certain ideas and who therefore speaks in her mother 
 tongue while at the same time having recourse to pantomime to help her occasionally. 
 There is certainly a terrible drama inherent in the inability to communicate or in the false 
 interpretation of language or of a word.70 
 
Sand would never write a part for Harriet. Berlioz, struggling to make ends meet, was writing for 

four different journals, leaving him little time for composing. In letters, Berlioz complains of Harriet’s 

depression and her talk of tours that are only imagined. Motivated by their financial concerns as 

well as Harriet’s frustration, in May of 1835, the Berliozs move back to Montmartre.   

 The following year, 1836, Harriet’s depression deepened when her sister died. Berlioz 

reflected on her suffering: “We are much closer to those we love the more sacrifices we make for 

them, and Harriet made sacrifices for her sister all her life long.”71 In September, they move again to 

Paris. Though she would continue to perform in the occasional private venue, on December 15, 

1836, Harriet gave her last public performance. During an evening of vaudeville acts, she chose to 

play one of the Hamlet scenes that too briefly brought her stardom.  

 In spite of of Harriet’s troubles, Berlioz continued to gain respect and notoriety as a 

composer. Berlioz’s opera Benvenuto Cellini and his Grande Messe des Morts, composed in 1836 and 

1837, were well received, sparking new composition commissions. One important request came 

from friend and virtuoso Niccolò Paganini, who was at this point in his life suffering from cancer.  

 After a concert featuring his compositions in 1833, Berlioz met famous viola virtuoso Niccoló 

Paganini. During this evening, Paganini encouraged Berlioz to compose a piece for viola virtuoso, 

which he agreed to première. Berlioz, drawing on his experiences in Italy, chose to compose a piece 

of programmatic music based on Lord Byron's poem “Childe Harold's Pilgrimage,” entitled Harold en 

Italie. When Paganini saw Berlioz’s sketches for the piece, he expressed displeasure in the sections 
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featuring orchestra without viola solo. Paganini abandoned the piece and his agreement to première 

it. However, when Paganini attended a performance of Harold en Italie in 1838, featuring another 

soloist, he was greatly impressed and touched, regretting his rejection of the notable composition. 

In order to make amends for his hasty dismissal and show his support and admiration for Berlioz, he 

gave the composer twenty thousand francs. Paganini wrote to Berlioz, 

 My dear friend,  
 
 Beethoven begin dead, only Berlioz remains to make him live again; and I who have relished 
 your divine compositions, worthy of genius that you are, think it my duty to ask you to 
 accept in token of my homage, twenty thousand francs, which Baron de Rothschild will pay 
 over when you present him the enclosed.  
 
 Believe me, I am ever your most affectionate friend, 
        Niccolò Paganini72 
 
In response to the surprise and gossip surrounding Paganini’s commission, Paganini wrote in Journal 

de Paris on January 18, 1839, “I saw a young man full of genius whose strength and courage might 

have ultimately broken down under the strain….I said to myself ‘it is my duty to help him.’”73 

 
Engraving of Paganini expressing admiration for Berlioz following “Harold en Italie.” Artist Unknown. 
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 In his Memoirs, Berlioz recalls the domestic scene when he shared the good news of 

Paganini’s commission with Smithson: 

 “Paganini…” 

 “Yes?” 

 “He’s sent me twenty thousand francs.” 

 “Louis! Louis!” cried Henriette distractedly, rushing to fetch our son, who was playing in the 
 next room; “come here, come with your mother, come and thank God for what He has done 
 for your father!” And my wife and my son ran back into the room and fell on their knees 
 next to the bed, the mother praying, the wondering child beside her joining his little hands 
 together. Oh, Paganini! If only he could have witnessed it!74 
 
 At the same time, Berlioz received an appointment, mostly a title, as curator of the 

Conservatoire library, where he earned one thousand five hundred francs a year. Librarian Bottée de 

Toulmon, Berlioz’s supervisor, was a scholar as well as an admiring critic who published support for 

Berlioz’s compositions.75 With Paganini’s gift and his new salaried position, Berlioz was able to pay 

many of his and Harriet’s debts, giving him the financial freedom to write less for music journals, to 

focus his time on composing, and to rebuild his confidence in order to compose and produce a 

major work. His creative energy would result in his dramatic symphony, Roméo et Juliette, which he 

dedicated to Paganini, completed on September 8, 1839, and premiered just over two months later 

on November 24, 1839.  

 The gap between Berlioz’s successes and Harriet’s despondence widened. Harriet spitefully 

refused to let Berlioz attend his sister’s wedding, isolating herself and Berlioz further from his family. 

“She was never introduced to his parents nor did Louis meet his grandparents until he was 

thirteen.”76 Their son Louis, sensing his mother’s unhappiness, continued to show a very strong 
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preference for his father. In addition to her professional decline, Harriet was failing in her personal 

life as a mother and keeper of the household. The combination of these many disappointments 

caused Harriet to become jaded, possessive, and bitter. Raby writes, 

 Because she had come to success so late in her career she had never grown weary of it, nor 
 learned to distrust the outward forms of fame. She believed that she had been spurned 
 unjustly in England because of her popularity in France. Yet because she had embraced 
 France and married Berlioz, her career in the theatre had been restricted….As she was, her 
 only outlets were towards a husband and a son who were beginning to grow away from her. 
 Harriet’s accumulated bitterness made her increasingly dependent on her husband, and 
 alarmingly possessive of him. 77 
 
Harriet had a long list of resentments with which to berate both Hector and Louis. Berlioz makes 

light of these unpleasant events by recounting a “coup d’état” in his domestic life. In his Memoirs, 

he reports an “amiable separation” in 1840.78 

 It is unclear whether Harriet’s accusations of Berlioz’s infidelity and impending absence 

were self-fulfilling, or if he provided justification for her suspensions before she voiced them. Berlioz 

tells his sister Nanci Pal, “Harriet never goes out and she complains bitterly because I go out all the 

time.”79 Though Harriet was adamantly against her husband leaving the country, Berlioz planned 

concerts in Brussels in 1840. Berlioz left Harriet a letter and began his journey only to discover that 

his letters regarding the organization of the concerts had not been received, which caused the 

performance to be postponed. Berlioz guiltily returned to Paris and Harriet. “I left all my music there 

and returned by diligence to reason with Harriet who was really ill and desperate because of my 

absence, and particularly because of the way I’d left her. I departed without warning and had merely 

left her a letter to tell her I’d gone.”80 Nonetheless, Berlioz did not intend to let Harriet dampen his 

career just because hers was over.   
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 Despite Harriet’s requests, Berlioz was travelling more and began having an affair with a 

mezzo-soprano Marie Recio by 1841. He travelled to Germany for concerts which were organized 

with assistance from advocates Richard and Clara Schumann, and featured his mistress Recio as a 

soloist, though apparently not a very good one. Berlioz remarked that she “sang like a cat.”81 Recio, 

like Harriet before her, embarrassed Berlioz both as an artist and in social situations. At one point on 

the German tour, Berlioz tried to leave town without Recio, but she cleverly caught up with him in 

another city. Composer Richard Wagner’s opinion of Recio was very dismal, “How an unpleasant 

woman can wantonly ruin an altogether exceptional man.”82 In addition to be a questionable 

performer, Recio was an unkind woman. “Marie did many things that might be considered 

outrageous; perhaps the cruelest was telling Harriet that she had been displaced as Mme. Berlioz 

because she was no longer beautiful or relevant. After that, Harriet’s decline was rapid.”83  

 During his travels, Berlioz continued to support Harriet and Louis, sending them money and 

transferring royalties from his arrangements of Carl Maria von Weber’s Die Freischütz. Harriet was 

dependent on Berlioz’s financial support, but she also pined for his presence at home with her. At 

one point, she must have stopped talking to him. Berlioz wrote from Dresden to his neighbor 

Auguste Moral, “When you get this letter, will you please go to my house and find out whether the 

two notes have reached her and why no one has written to me.”84 

 With Berlioz absent more and more, Harriet began to unravel. Both Berlioz and Louis wrote 

in their letters that she was unhappy, in ill health, and drinking brandy heavily. In a letter from Louis 

to his Aunt Nanci, he says “Mother is very sad because she hasn’t had any letters in a month….She 
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cannot sleep, every day she expects a letter that doesn’t arrive; I do not know where my father is.”85 

At this point, in 1843, Berlioz’s marriage to Harriet Smithson had become intolerable for him. He 

wrote to sister Nanci Pal in May, “My life is unbelievable. It’s one long act of somnambulism. 

Torments all day and all night, bouts of rage and pity simultaneously; then a cessation of feeling and 

complete indifference.”86 And again to Nanci, a month later, 

 But my domestic life is more dreadful than ever; now there’s not a moment’s respite….It’s 
 an impossible existence, with shouts and insults and curses and imprecations and 
 recriminations,  all so revolting and absurd that it would be enough to send me mad if I 
 didn’t know what was causing this insane behavior. The cause is…her confirmed habit of 
 drinking brandy.87 
 
 Finally, in August of 1844, Berlioz sent Harriet, now overweight, depressed, and addicted to alcohol, 

to live in the countryside in Sceaux. “I could no longer stand the sleepless nights spent with my eyes 

open and my ears besieged by cries and insults. I had to take a room elsewhere, in which I sleep 

every evening.”88 His intention was for her to learn to moderate her drinking, but by then she was 

beyond self-control.  

 In late October of 1844, Harriet wrote to Berlioz. She talked of her boredom, “I’m grateful 

for passion of any variety, even sorrow, these days, and it’s a fine frame for the memory of who I 

was.”89 She complains of constant coughing and potions prescribed by the doctor. Finally, in a 

desperate act of self- pity, “Tell me, am I a note stamped to the page, or only the ringing of it 

dwindling off?”90 

 In the midst of all this instability, Berlioz was presented with an opportunity to compose 

incidental music for a new production of Hamlet at the Odéon Théâtre. He wrote in November of 
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1844, “I’m writing music for the places indicated by Shakespeare in Hamlet, which is going to be put 

on at the Odéon in a verse translation by Leon de Wailly.”91 Though this production was never 

scheduled, the circumstances of his life along with this opportunity inspired the composition Marche 

funèbre pour la deniére scene d’Hamlet. The funeral march, an Irish dirge, depicted the death of his 

relationship to Harriet Smithson more than the funeral of the Prince of Denmark.  

 Unhappy in isolation, Harriet returned from Sceaux to live in Montmartre, and Berlioz 

maintained two households; one for Harriet and another for himself, Marie Recio and her mother. 

Avoiding his mother’s alcoholism and his father’s instability, Louis attended boarding school, first in 

Paris and then, when he turned twelve, in Rouen. Berlioz wrote, “Louis is in Rouen and writes to me 

often. His mother is still the same, I spend very little time at home….There’s nothing one can do 

except resign oneself and keep quiet.”92 Harriet continued to beg for Berlioz’s return. Having lost her 

career and her family, she was completely heartbroken. “The last ten years of Harriet’s life are 

unrelievedly desolate. As for Berlioz, he supported Harriet, visited her, looked after her when he 

could when she was ill; he continued to feel love and affection for her, but he could not live with 

her.”93 Berlioz spent more and more time abroad, even going to Drury Lane in London to conduct in 

1847 and staying until after the 1848 revolutions in Paris.  

 Harriet’s health and mental state continued to disintegrate, causing her to become an 

invalid. Though her death seemed imminent and welcomed, in a bizarre event, she defied death by a 

bullet. She was walking in her garden when a bandit fired a shot at her, which lodged itself into a 

tree a few inches from her body. Berlioz recounted the event in a letter to Nanci Pal, “Harriet was 

walking (on the 27th [of June 1848]) in the garden in Montmartre around seven o’clock in the 
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evening. Someone fired at her and one of the bullets lodged in a tree a few inches from her left side. 

It was a miracle she escaped. I don’t know what’s going to become of us.”94  

 Precariously, death preyed on Harriet slowly. In October of 1848, she began to have a series 

of strokes. The first stroke left her mostly paralyzed on her right side and her speech decimated. 

Berlioz reported during this time, “I’ve just spent three violently agitated weeks and I’m numb with 

every kind of exhaustion. Sixteen or seventeen days ago Harriet had an attack of apoplexy which left 

her paralyzed all down her right side and she’s lost the use of speech.”95 There was a second stroke 

in February of 1849, “Harriet had a second stroke last week; she remained unconscious for two days, 

groaning all the time. The doctor again bled her thoroughly but without much hope.”96 In her weak 

state in April of 1849, Harriet became sick during a cholera epidemic, and Berlioz nursed her back to 

stable, though by no means good, health. “For the last years of her life Harriet existed, nursed day 

and night, unable to move or barely speak….she could [only] reply ‘Oui’ or ‘Non.’”97 Harriet had 

several more attacks and Berlioz recounted each one in his letters. He was at her bedside many 

times each week throughout the remainder of her life. Though many of his reports on Harriet’s 

health are grim, he casts her once more into a glamorized role: the dignified suffering invalid. 

 Harriet is still in the same condition, and less unhappy perhaps than we think. During the 
 summer months she stands there calmly looking at her garden and out over the plain of St. 
 Denis and the hills of Montmorency. She has two attentive servants who are familiar with all 
 her ways, tactful friends who come and see her from time to time, her newspaper which she 
 reads two or three times of a morning, my visits…and hope.98 
 
 Harriet Smithson Berlioz died on March 3, 1854. Her son, Louis, took leave from school and 

visited his mother a few hours before her death. Berlioz wrote to his sister on March 6: 

 We were unable to live either together or apart and we came to realize this terrible fact 
 over the last ten years. We inflicted so much suffering on each other….Everything comes 
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 back to me all at once, happy and bitter memories alike! Her fine qualities, her cruel 
 demands, her injustices, but also her genius and her unhappiness. Horrible, dreadful! I can’t 
 give vent to what I feel. She brought me to an understanding of Shakespeare and great 
 dramatic art, she suffered poverty with me, she never hesitated when it was a matter of 
 risking our livelihood for musical enterprise….But then the reverse side of this courage was 
 that she was always opposed to me leaving Paris, she didn’t want me to travel. If I hadn’t 
 taken extreme measures I should still today be almost unknown in Europe. And her 
 unjustified jealousy, which in the end was the cause of everything that has changed my 
 life.99 
 
 Berlioz buried Harriet in Montmartre. Once more, tout de monde was talking about the 

beautiful and talented “la belle Irlandaise.” Many journals and newspapers printed tributes to 

Harriet. Here is Berlioz’s tribute to his late wife from his Memoirs.  

 In the midst of all the regrets for our lost love, a wave of terrible, overmastering pity swept 
 over me at the thought of everything she had suffered: her bankruptcy before we were 
 married; her accident; the deep disappointment of her last unsuccessful appearance on the 
 Paris stage; her  decision, which she made voluntarily but never ceased to lament, to give up 
 her beloved art; the eclipse of her reputation…our bitter domestic strife; her ungoverned 
 jealousy, which in the end had cause; our separation…her broken heart; her vanished 
 beauty; her ruined health; her growing physical suffering; the loss of speech and 
 movement...100 
 
After the great tragic love story of Hector and Harriet, Berlioz ends his Memoirs. In conclusion, he 

writes, “Henriette the harp whose strains were part of all my concerts, my joys and sorrows—of 

whose strings, alas, I broke many.”101 Perhaps writing the great tragedy of his life allowed him to 

move forward as a truer, more honest, version of himself. “The date of completion [for Berlioz’s 

Memoirs], inscribed at the end of the last chapter, is 18 October 1854—the eve of his marriage to 

Marie.”102  

 Seven months after Harriet’s death, Berlioz married Marie Recio. When Recio died of a heart 

attack in 1862, Berlioz had Harriet’s remains moved into a vault next to Recio’s. As Hart summarizes, 
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“The themes and variations in Hector’s life explicated the agony of loss, the ecstasy of absence and 

yearnings.”103 
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Chapter II  
Berlioz and Smithson as Romeo and Juliet 

 
 Berlioz may have dreamt of composing an opera based on Romeo and Juliet as soon as he 

saw the production starring Miss Harriett Smithson. Berlioz recalled in his Memoirs: 

 An English critic said last winter in the Illustrated London News that after seeing Juliet played 
 by Miss Smithson I cried out: “I will marry this woman! And out of this drama I will write my 
 largest symphony!” I did these things, but I said nothing like that….what my overwhelmed 
 soul didn’t even permit itself to dream, has become a reality.104 
  
 It is probable that Berlioz was familiar with several Romeo and Juliet operas including those by 

Daniel Steibelt (1793), Nicoloas-Marie Dalayrac (1792), Niccolò Zingarelli (1796), Nicola Vaccai 

(1825), and Vincenzo Bellini (1830), the latter which he saw in 1831. He despised Bellini’s I Capuleti e 

Montecchi, especially the casting of Romeo as a mezzo-soprano in pants, which was a common 

feature of all three settings by Italian composers. In À travers chants, Berlioz wrote, “It’s the result 

of a constant preoccupation with sensual infantilism. They wanted women to sing the role of male 

lovers, because in duet the two feminine voices more easily produce chains of thirds, dear to the 

Italian ear….fond of sonorous sweetness as children are fond of candy.”105 An additional complaint 

about Bellini’s version was that Berlioz could not understand the plot. Berlioz was unaware that 

Bellini’s librettist Felice Romani used Luigi Scevola’s play, Giulietta e Romeo, written in 1818 and not 

Shakespeare’s play. Berlioz wrote in 1831, after hearing Bellini’s I Capuleti e Montecchi:  

 What a disappointment!!! In the libretto there is no ball at the Capulet’s, no Mercutio, no 
 chatterbox nurse, no grave, no calm hermit, no balcony scene, no sublime monologue for 
 Juliet as she receives the vial from the hermit, no duet in the cell between the exiled Romeo 
 and the desolated hermit; no Shakespeare, nothing; a failed work.106 
 
Despite, or perhaps driven by his disgust with Bellini’s version, Berlioz discussed a libretto for a 

Romeo and Juliet opera with Auguste Barbier while in Rome in 1832. 
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  However, Berlioz eventually returned to the idea of a symphony. Berlioz scholar and music 

theorist Julian Rushton writes, 

 Having seized our attention with something externally dramatic, Berlioz used narrative to 
 modulate to the point where we can appreciate the internally dramatic….Berlioz felt that 
 the only musical medium fully worthy of the greatest poet was instrumental music without 
 words. Hence his aim was to turn from the recognizably dramatic to the ideally dramatic; 
 from the mimetic to the expressive musical ideal.”107 
 
Another reason that Berlioz shied away from opera in favor of the dramatic symphony was the 

endlessly troubled première of his first opera. Benvenuto Cellini was difficult to produce and poorly 

received by audiences and critics. Additional problems included two of the original cast members 

withdrawing and new singers having to be prepared quickly by Berlioz, the fourth performance 

being cancelled because of a singer’s illness, plus two weeks later another performance cancellation 

due to unpublished and unknown reasons. To complicate matters, Berlioz became ill during this time 

with bronchitis and, most tragically, his younger brother Prosper died on the day of one of the 

performances. Young Prosper, only nineteen, was attending boarding school in Paris, and Berlioz, 

being his closest relative in terms of physical distance, felt somewhat responsible for the death. 

Berlioz did not have the emotional or physical energy for another opera and he feared he would be 

unable to get another opera produced at the Paris Opera because of his failings with Benvenuto 

Cellini as well as severe critical reviews of productions he had written as a music journalist. Barzun 

observed, “In 1838 in Paris…there was a phalanx of some one thousand two hundred people who 

understood and admired Berlioz’s music. They were not numerous enough to uphold an opera, but 

they justified the existence of an orchestral composer even though his financial reward was 

inadequate.”108 
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  Berlioz entrusted Émile Deschamps with the task of writing the libretto for Roméo et 

Juliette, giving him guidelines as to the structure and subject matter for the scenes. Deschamps 

(1791-1871) was a poet, author, and librettist, and a leader of the Romantic School in France. He co-

founded the journal La Muse Française in 1824 with Victor Hugo, in which he published under the 

pseudonym “Le Jeune Moraliste.” Most importantly to Berlioz, Deschamps had assisted Giacomo 

Meyerbeer and Eugene Scribe with the libretti for the French grand operas Les Huguenots and Le 

prophète. “In January 1839, Berlioz sent a scenario of Roméo et Juliette to Émile Deschamps for 

poeticizing. By September the symphony was complete.”109 In a letter to Berlioz on June 21, 1839, 

Deschamps wrote, “This will be something really unique, a libretto for a symphony!—an orchestra 

representing an opera.”110  

 In the construction of the libretto and the subsequent symphony, Berlioz led Deschamps to 

incorporate David Garrick’s text for Romeo and Juliet, as well as Shakespeare’s. In Shakespeare’s 

tragedy, Romeo and Juliet are characters who, like real people, are complicated and full of 

contradictions. In Garrick’s version, one finds, 

 Juliet simplified into an ingénue, [and] Romeo bulked out…. By the middle of the eighteenth 
 century, the celebrated actor David Garrick—wearing clothes of the sort we see in pictures 
 of George Washington—played Romeo opposite a Juliet wearing a long flowing dress with a 
 good deal of décolletage. Garrick cut the play in order to heighten the purity and noble 
 sentiment of the two lovers: for one thing, he eliminated Rosaline, thereby rendering 
 Romeo’s love-rhetoric to Juliet unimpeachably sincere. And he rewrote the death scene to 
 include the warm sobbing farewell that Shakespeare refused to his lovers—a scene full of 
 dramatic irony because Romeo forgets he’s swallowed the poison, and Juliet confuses 
 Romeo with Paris….Garrick’s scene was  often considered, for more than a century, not only 
 an indispensable part of the play, but one of the highlights.”111 
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Berlioz believed that Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, with Garrick’s additions, was in the canon of 

the secular Vulgate with which every learned person should have been familiar.    

 This dramatic symphony is a mix of many genres including the vocal genres of cantata, 

oratorio, opéra-comique, opera, and art song combined with the symphony. Berlioz had been exposed 

to mixed genres, as his teacher Jean-François Le Sueur (1760-1837) was a master of experimenting 

and expanding forms, composing four “mass-oratorios.” In the preface to Roméo et Juliette, Berlioz 

wrote,  

 Although voices are frequently used, it is neither a concert opera nor a cantata, but a choral 
 symphony. The voices are present almost from the start, but this is to prepare the mind of 
 the audience for the dramatic scenes, whose feelings and passions are to be expressed by 
 the orchestra….Only the final scene, when the two families are reconciled, belongs in the 
 realm of opera or oratorio….the duets of love and despair are entrusted to the 
 orchestra….[since] duets of this nature have been treated vocally a thousand times by the 
 great masters, it was prudent as well as novel to attempt another mode of expression.112 
 
Indeed, Roméo et Juliette transcends genre, refusing to be limited by the expectations of musical 

forms of the past, and inspired by the freedom to use which ever genre is the most expressive for 

that portion of the drama. A true Romantic, Berlioz broke down musical genres to create the 

dramatic symphony that parallels the encompassing of stories, poetry, and even plays into the 

Romantic novel.  

 Although Berlioz’s conception of genre for Roméo et Juliette was completely revolutionary, 

he followed in the footsteps of Ludwig van Beethoven. For most composers in the early nineteenth 

century, the genre of the symphony was still bound to a four-movement form. However, Beethoven 

had begun to break down the barriers of form with his symphonies, particularly with his 9th 

Symphony known as a choral symphony, which incorporated voices, as did his sketches for the 

uncompleted 10th Symphony. As early as 1832, Berlioz pondered incorporating voices into the 
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symphonic form and using instruments as substitutes for voices. He wrote on the genre of 

instrumental expressif in an article published on October 22 in Le Correspondant, 

 In former times instrumental music seems to have had no other aim than to please the ear 
 or to engage the intellect…but in Beethoven’s and Weber’s works, one cannot miss the 
 poetic thought….It is music which gives way to itself, needing no words to make its 
 expression specific; its language then becomes quite indefinite, thanks to which it acquires 
 still more power over beings endowed with imagination. Like objects half-perceived in 
 darkness, its images develop, its forms become more unsettled, cloudier; the composer, no 
 longer forcibly restricted to the  limited range of the human voice, makes his melodies more 
 active and varied; he can turn the most original, even bizarre phrases without fear of making 
 them unplayable, a problem one is always up against when writing for voices. From this 
 stems the amazing effects, the curious feelings, the ineffable sensations….These are not at 
 all what one experiences in the theatre: there one is in the presence of humanity and its 
 emotions; here a new world is opening up to view, one is raised into a higher ideal region, 
 one senses that the sublime life dreamed of the poets is becoming a reality.113 
 
 Berlioz’s dramatic symphony premièred and was performed on November 24, December 1, 

and December 15, 1839. During the rehearsal process, Berlioz led sectionals, which was uncommon 

at the time, and during performances, he specified the organization of the singers and orchestra, 

and conducted the two hundred performers at the Conservatoire Hall. Berlioz made thirteen 

thousand two hundred francs from the three performances, but the production costs were fourteen 

thousand eight hundred francs. Considering Paganini’s commission of twenty thousand francs, this 

was Berlioz’s greatest monetary achievement as a composer, conductor, and impresario. 

 With Roméo et Juliette, Berlioz created program music in which part of the program is sung. 

In the Prologue, Berlioz presents his version of the dramatic story of Romeo and Juliet in order to 

explain the music that will follow. Not only are we presented with the story for the symphony, 

Berlioz presents themes that will appear throughout the dramatic symphony. In the words of Daniel 

Albright, the Prologue serves as a “thematic catalogue” for the instrumental music that will follow. 

Barzun agrees, “The function of the Prologue has accordingly been three-fold: it has prepared the 

ear by subtly combining vocal and instrumental music; it has prepared the mind by stating in brief 
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form the main musical themes to be later developed; and it has prepared the imagination by 

summarizing the subject of the drama.”114 Berlioz is attempting to lead the audiences’ imaginations 

through a collection of scenes, not tell a complete story.  

 Following the Prologue, there is an incomplete symphony, which does not follow a clear, 

continuous narrative. Movements two, three, and four are representative of the first three 

movements of a symphony. The first movement of the symphonic form, No. 2: Romeo seul-Tristesse-

Concert et Bal-Grande Fète chez Capulet, develops two themes as in a sonata form. The next 

movement, No. 3: Scène d’amour is a slow movement, and No. 4: La reine Mab, ou la fée des songes 

is a scherzo. “The symphony (sections 2, 3 and 4) yearns towards unconsciousness, toward direct 

incarnation of feeling.”115 The three symphonic movements are followed by Convoi funèbre de 

Juliette, which parallels the choral processional scenes common in the French grand operas of the 

time. The next movement is instrumental; Roméo au Tombeau des Capulets seems to be more 

clearly related to the genre of melodrama as it has no form but moves through a series of six 

tableaus. Lastly, the choral finale Final-Air-Serment de reconcilation calls upon religious themes 

using the named character of Père Laurence as soloist, two choruses representing the Capulets and 

Montagues, and orchestral accompaniment. This finale movement could have been easily extracted 

from either an oratorio, opera, cantata, or a choral symphony. 

 While it is illuminating to break the symphony into separate recognizable components, it is a 

misleading approach. Barzun writes, “The work is no hybrid but a new species….[Berlioz’s] 

contemporaries could readily accept the form of Roméo et Juliette and appreciate its symmetry 

because nearly every concert included vocal and choral pieces side by side with symphonic. There 

could be no reasonable objection to making a meaningful oneness out of sensory experiences that 
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were found acceptable separately.” 116 In Roméo et Juliette, Berlioz created a further conundrum of 

musical forms by drawing not only on Beethoven, but also on the influence of composers from the 

previous and current generations, including Christoph Willibald Gluck, Carl Maria von Weber, and 

even Gioachino Rossini. Late in his career, Gluck begin composing instrumental works he called “vast 

dramatic poems” that were a very early examples which extended instrumental music from the 

absolute into the realm of program music. Weber employed instrumental scenas, which surrounded 

the vocal movements in his operas depicting dramatic scenarios or setting the mood. Even Rossini, 

who was incredibly popular at the Paris Opera and across Europe at that time, wrote programmatic 

instrumental movements depicting storms in his opera overtures and in the middle of acts. While 

other composers were quietly testing the boundaries of genre, Berlioz “freed composers from 

enslavement to the model and its label, and led them to respect the subtler demands of their 

dramatic subjects.”117  

 
Painting of a young Berlioz by Émile Signol, 1832. 

 
 From the première of Berlioz’s Roméo et Juliette through the present day, critics, 

musicologists and theorists have attempted to tie Berlioz’s symphony to Shakespeare’s play, even 

arguing about which musical phrases refer to which specific lines of Shakespeare’s text. There are 

                                                           
116 Barzun, Berlioz and the Romantic Century, 325. 
117 Barzun, Berlioz and the Romantic Century, 326. 
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several reasons that suggest this to be a misinterpretation of the piece. First, one must remember 

that Berlioz saw a production of Romeo and Juliet in 1827 by a troupe of British actors who delivered 

the text in English, and the majority of the audience, including Berlioz, did not speak or understand 

the language. Second, despite this restriction, it is understandable that Berlioz was touched by the 

performance without understanding the words. In his Memoirs, he writes “By the power of the 

acting, especially that of Juliet herself, the rapid flow of the scenes, the play of expression and voice 

and gesture, told me more and gave me a far richer awareness of the ideas and passions of the 

original than the words of my pale and garbled translation could do.”118 Like a person who reads the 

synopsis of an opera in a foreign language before the curtain rises, Berlioz depended on the visual 

representations to convey the play’s drama instead of the spoken word. It is in this manner that 

Berlioz creates the drama for the listeners of his symphony. He presents an explanation of the 

drama in the Prologue, complete with musical themes from the following movements, before the 

symphony portion begins, and then lets the drama unfold by employing wordless instruments in 

movements of purely instrumental music. Moreover, like the opera-goer who reflects on the morals 

and ideals presented in a performance after the curtain has fallen, Berlioz again employs voices at 

the end of the symphony to ensure that we understand the moral lessons presented in the 

foregoing drama.  

 Thus, contrary to the majority of the secondary literature on Roméo et Juliette, Berlioz is 

probably not trying to reference or recreate Shakespeare’s play directly. On the contrary, Berlioz is 

referring to his personal relationship with actress Harriet Smithson. Roméo et Juliette represents 

Berlioz’s delusion of himself as Romeo and Harriet Smithson as his Juliet, a delusion he constantly 

refers to in his letters, his Memoirs and other publications reflecting on his life and works.    
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 Furthermore, Roméo et Juliette should be understood as Berlioz’s recollection of his 

experience as an audience member during the performance of Romeo and Juliet starring Harriet 

Smithson, the only production he ever saw of the play, and an expression of grief as his relationship 

with Harriet Smithson had become unbearable due to her professional failure, depression and 

alcoholism. Daniel Albright speculates, “The marriage turned out to be unhappy, and Berlioz’s 

decision to write Roméo et Juliette (1839) may be seen as his attempt to recover the only Juliet he 

could ever truly possess, the Juliet of his imagination.”119 

 Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet is the old story of quarrelling families whose children fall 

hopelessly in love with each other. “Shakespeare was extraordinarily intrigued by the dramatic 

possibilities of warfare for warfare’s sake—between parties who, confronting one another on the 

battlefield, simply stare into a mirror.”120 This echoes the experiences of Berlioz and Smithson when 

they decided to marry; both of their families disapproved. This disapproval was so vehement that 

Berlioz, fearing disownment by his father, filed sommations respectueses in order to protect his 

inheritance. This feuding between the families continued into the Berlioz-Smithson marriage; in 

1839, the year of Roméo et Juliette’s composition, Berlioz missed the wedding of his beloved sister 

Adèle because Harriet refused to let him attend. This may be the reason that the final scene of the 

dramatic symphony, the reconciliation of the families, is lengthy and extravagant: Berlioz was 

dreaming of reconciliation between his family and the family of Harriet. Surely, Roméo et Juliette is a 

metaphor for Berlioz and Smithson’s families who were both adamantly opposed to their marriage. 

Juliet’s lines reverberate, 

 ’Tis but thy name that is my enemy; 
Thou art thyself, though not a Montague. 
What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot, 
Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part 
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Belonging to a man. O, be some other name! 
What’s in a name? that which we call a rose 
By any other name would smell as sweet.” 121 
 

 An additional argument in favor of understanding Roméo et Juliette as a recreation of 

Berlioz’s experience of Harriet Smithson’s production and their relationship is the inclusion of two 

scenes not originally written by Shakespeare, but added by actor and director David Garrick in the 

eighteenth century. One of Garrick’s additional scenes included by Berlioz was presented in the 

production featuring Smithson; the conversation between the two lovers in Roméo au tombeau 

where Juliet awakens after Romeo has taken the poison but is not yet dead.122 In Roméo au 

tombeau, during the second tableau of the first tempo marking, there are seven stagnant chords 

that music theorist and historians have tried to interpret in a variety of ways. In my view, these 

chords refer directly to Harriet Smithson and to the seven years of unhappiness in the Berlioz-

Smithson courtship and marriage. It is with these chords that Berlioz expresses the pain and torture 

of the relationship. Through Romeo finding the perceived dead Juliet, Berlioz realizes that his 

relationship with Smithson has died. Berlioz included the other Garrick scene, Convoi funèbre de 

Juliette, in the dramatic symphony as a funeral march commemorating the death of his love for 

Harriet.123  

 Additionally, when relating the dramatic symphony to the relationship between Berlioz and 

Smithson, the reason for employing instruments instead of texted singers becomes clear. Berlioz 

had little English and Harriet had no functional French. The two struggled to communicate using 

spoken language throughout their lives. They did, however briefly, communicate through their 

respective art forms; Harriet through theatrical gesture, posture and movement, and Berlioz 

through music. In Berlioz’s words from the preface to Roméo et Juliette, “Then there is the very 
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sublimity of this love, whose depiction by a musician is fraught with peril; his invention should be 

allowed the scope which the exact sense of sung words restrains, but which is possible in such 

circumstances with instrumental music, richer, more varied, less restricted and thanks to its very 

indefiniteness, incomparably more powerful.”124 The following discussion will focus on the four 

sections of Roméo et Juliette that most clearly relate to Hector Berlioz and Harriet Smithson, and 

their elision between the characters of Romeo and Juliet in Berlioz’s mind.  

“Strophes” from the Prologue 

 After an orchestral Introduction portrays, as Berlioz writes in the score, “Combats-Tumulte-

Intervention du Prince,” the chorus begins the Prologue by explaining the music that preceded it. In 

seeking to improve upon the genre of the choral symphony, Berlioz wanted to introduce the chorus 

early in Roméo et Juliette in order to create unity throughout the composition, as opposed to saving 

the chorus for the final movement or the moment of climax. “Berlioz decided to introduce the 

voices gradually, and in so doing exercised the care of an architect whose edifice must seem 

balanced and proportioned from all sides.”125 Here the chorus describes a feud between two 

families.  

 Next, the chorus sets the scene of a ball at the Capulet palace where a lovesick Romeo pines 

for the daughter of his foe, Juliet. Romeo is stalking Juliet from the shadows as she lingers on her 

balcony confessing her love for Romeo to the night sky. Already, there are echoes of Berlioz as “Le 

Père de Joie” stalking Harriet Smithson during the winter of 1827 after he first saw her perform.  

 After establishing the mood, the chorus fades and a new section begins entitled “Strophes,” 

a chanson for contralto with choral emphasis at the end of each stanza. Originally, Berlioz composed 

this song for voice and guitar, but later reorchestrated the accompaniment for the more traditional 
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orchestral instrumentation of two harps.126 “Strophes” is in the style of a serenade, reminiscent of 

the operatic serenades below balconies by Don Giovanni in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Don 

Giovanni and Count Almaviva in Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia. “[I]t is a serenade, wooing not Juliet 

but the listeners; Berlioz-Romeo tries to soften us, to inveigle us into sympathy with the challenging 

music we’re about to hear….The nakedness of the composer’s presence is astonishing. At the end of 

the first stanza of the strophes, the contralto mentions Shakespeare himself, as she sings of ‘this 

poesy that was Shakespeare’s supreme secret that Shakespeare took back with him into the 

heavens.”127 As with any serenade, dramatic time is suspended in an attempt by the characters, 

here the composer as Romeo, to live in awe of the present moment and give praise for the qualities 

of the adored.   

 
Portrait of Hector Berlioz by Achille Peretti. 

 
 The chanson is in a simple strophic form that begins with a contralto intoning repeated 

pitches, which change with each new phrase, until the emotion is heightened to the point of a 
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descending scale. Additional melodic lines follow as the poetry suggests the bittersweet quandaries 

of first love. The chorus is then incorporated at the end of each of two stanzas recalling the ariettas 

found in the genre of opéra-comique. (See Ex. 1). 

Ex. 1 “Strophes,” mm. 36-48 
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Albright writes, “The strophes in Roméo et Juliette allude to a complex fantasy of companionship 

with Shakespeare—a dream scene which, in the best of possible resolutions, ends in heaven, when 

Shakespeare points to Berlioz and says ‘Here, friend Hector, you sit on a higher cloud.’”128 

 “Strophes” was easily understood and enjoyed by both audience members and critics, and 

later published and performed as an individual piece. Stephen Heller gave a full report of Roméo et 

Juliette in a letter to admirer and supporter Richard Schumann in 1839, which was subsequently 

published in two music journals. He wrote, 

 When the story reaches the love story, there is a well-placed song [Strophes] reflecting on 
 the charm of first love….The melody and accompaniment belong among Berlioz’s most 
 intimate and touching inspirations. The final phrase ‘dans le ciel,’ is given in full, sustained 
 harmonies supported by the chorus. The obbligato cello of the second strophe is particularly 
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 effective; it supports the voice part by an independent line, or by decorating it, as if with a 
 floral crown.129 
 
In “Strophes,” Berlioz is melding himself with the character of Romeo and reflecting on his personal 

feelings towards his Juliet in Smithson. In March of 1830, aching for Smithson, Berlioz wrote “Oh, 

poor girl! How I loved you! I love you, and I’m shaking as I write the words!...Is there an afterlife, 

shall we meet? Shall I one day see Shakespeare? Will she know me?...Will she understand the 

poetry of my love?”130 

Scène d’amour  

 Music theorists and historians have long argued about the interpretation of Scène d’amour. 

Even notable Berlioz expert Julian Rushton tries to make sense of the program, first deciding: 

 The general direction of the movement corresponds to [Shakespeare’s] balcony scene. It 
 proceeds from distinct voices in dialogue (the first Adagio; the Allegro; the long melody 
 opening the second Adagio) which are musical equivalents to declaration, agitation, 
 reassurance (the cello recitative) and the exploration of the situation (the second Adagio). It 
 then suggests that the intricate feelings of the participants are merged in surges of passion, 
 threatened by an intrusion…and ending in a lingering farewell.131 
 
Rushton continues to ponder, inviting some contradiction: 
 
 This wordless duet is simultaneously the chaste avowal in the balcony scene and the carnal 
 embrace in the third act; it is not any single love duet, but all the love duets in 
 Shakespeare’s text rolled into one….The music does not imitate Shakespeare’s structure 
 precisely. However, a listener familiar with the Shakespearean scene could easily imagine 
 Juliet’s soliloquy in high woodwinds with Romeo embodied by cellos and horns through the 
 darkness of the night.  
 
The interpretive difficulties are probably a result of the fact that Ruston’s approach is too literal and 

neglects the circumstances of Berlioz’s muddled memory of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, as well 

as Berlioz’s delusions of himself and Harriet as Romeo and Juliet. In order to better understand the 
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music and program of Scène d’amour, Berlioz’s misremembrance of Shakespeare’s scene must first 

be considered. From À travers chants, here is Berlioz describing, inaccurately, Shakespeare’s balcony 

scene: 

 After the festival, wandering around Capulet’s house, prey to a divine anguish, beginning to 
 feel the immense revolution going on inside him, he hears the avowal of the noble girl, he 
 trembles with astonishment and joy; and then begins the immortal dialogue worthy of the 
 angels of heaven….But Romeo must leave, and his heart feels the grip of an intense pain, 
 and he says to his beloved: “I cannot conceive that they can separate us, I can scarcely 
 understand that I must  leave you, even if for only a few hours. Listen, among these 
 harmonies that burst out from afar, for this rising long cry of pain….It seems to come out of 
 my breast….Look at these splendors of heaven, look at all these bright lights, would you not 
 say that the fairies have lit up their palaces to celebrate our love?....”And Juliet, trembling, 
 answers only with tears. And a true great love is born, immense, inexplicable, armed with 
 every power of the imagination, the heart, and the senses.132 
 
This movement demonstrates Berlioz’s thoughtful and creative combining of his personal 

experience as an audience member watching Shakespeare with his reflection on his relationship 

with Smithson throughout the dramatic symphony. The movement is no doubt programmatic; 

however, it does not attempt to parallel Shakespeare’s play with divisions of lines, dialogues, and 

speeches. While returning to the source of Shakespeare assists in understanding the inspiration for 

the music, it is the music itself with which we remember and experience ardent, young love. The 

music is a metaphor for Berlioz’s experience of Shakespeare’s drama as presented in a language 

foreign to him by the British troupe featuring Harriet Smithson and underscored by music in the 

orchestra. 

 The movement opens with long chords in which the tonality is obscured by many chromatic 

notes. There is an atmosphere of peacefulness created with the long sustained pitches juxtaposed 

with unrest, signified with dissonances. At times, these dissonances resolve by the removal of 

pitches, and at other times, they are intensified and exposed by the cessation of pitches, a 

technique that is similar to Paul Hindemith’s conception of harmonic fluctuation developed in the 
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twenty-first century. (See Ex. 2). The tonality of A major, briefly established in the first two 

measures, is restored only momentarily in mm. 19-20, and again in mm. 35-38, where the simple 

rocking motive of the following chorus is introduced in the French horn. Fleeting moments of silence 

in m. 10 and m. 30 serve to increase the mystery of night and the unknown.  

The opening double chorus of male Capulets is arguably Berlioz’s finest composition. 

Historian J.H. Elliot calls it “the finest piece of music that ever came out of Gaul.”133 Berlioz was 

aware of this shared opinion when he wrote that the Scène d’amour from Roméo et Juliette was 

“the movement which three-quarters of the musicians of Europe that know it rate above everything 

I have written.”134 Beginning with affirmation of the dominant with a pedal point on E, the opening 

chorus serves to create an atmosphere. Phrases are overlapped and there is imitation between the 

two choruses in simple melodies. The Capulets in double chorus create a “thematic cross-reference” 

between movements by reflecting on the main theme from the ball of the previous movement.135 

(See Ex. 3.a and 3.b). A ternary form evolves, complete with a “Tra-la-la” section in the middle. The 

placement of the chorus off-stage maintains our attention primarily with the developmental ideas in 

the orchestra, with cellos ascending an octave and a four-note motive repeated in the cellos and 

violas. It is as though the audience waits veiled in darkness with Romeo as the Capulets retreat for 

the evening. Perhaps Romeo is holding his breath as the strings cease and the last of the Capulets 

pass by lingering on their tonic triad. From this point forward through the end of the movement, 

there are no traditional forms.  
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Ex. 2 Scène d’amour, mm. 1-48
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Ex. 3.a Grande Fête chez Capulet; Dance Theme, mm. 129-130 

 
 
Ex. 3.b Scène d’amour; thematic-cross reference of Dance Theme mm. 49-50 

 
 
 The Adagio in m. 124 following the disappearance of the Capulets maintains the 6/8 time 

signature and is only slightly slower than the opening Allegretto. However, the tempo feels 

intensified as the note values are shortened significantly, certainly demonstrating Romeo’s growing 

anticipation and excitement. Three measures into the Adagio, there is a motive in the second 

violins, five sixty-fourth notes with the third note extending upwards by half- or whole-step, 

representing a birdcall. (See Ex. 4).  This motive grows organically from the rocking seconds of the 

double chorus and will be repeated extensively. Many theorists have tried to interpret this birdcall, 

tying it to references to birds in the love scenes of Shakespeare. Indeed, this is a reference to the 

nightingale that Juliet identifies after she and Romeo have made love in Act III, scene V. 

 Jul. Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day, 
 It was the nightingale, and not the lark, 
 That pierc’d the fearful hollow of thine ear; 
 Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree. 
 Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.136 
 
Ex. 4 Scène d’amour; Birdcall mm. 126-128 
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 However, this mimesis of the nightingale is not intended to bind the listeners to a specific 

point in Shakespeare’s plot; surely, it is too soon for their lovemaking. Rather, the birdcall reminds 

the listener that a nightingale lives in the Capulet garden near Juliet’s bedroom. The nightingale sets 

the scene with time and place; Romeo is near Juliet’s bedroom during the night. “Berlioz’s music 

does not retell the balcony scene; it uses musical means to suggest what it feels like to see it 

staged.”137 

 
Charles Kemble as Romeo and Harriet Smithson as Juliet.  

Lithograph by A. Devéria and L. Boulanger from “Souvenirs du théâtre anglais à Paris,” 1827. 
 

 Throughout the remainder of the movement, the characters of Romeo and Juliet sing 

through the instruments in the orchestra becoming “superhuman voices” in contrast to the real 

voices of the off-stage chorus.138 The music becomes free of form and features a theme for Romeo, 

a related theme for Juliet and a love theme, which was previewed appassionato in the orchestra 

during the Prologue as the chorus sang of Romeo leaping over a wall and into Juliet’s garden. These 

themes appear interspersed with episodes of contrasting and linking material. Romeo’s theme is 

clearly heard from m. 146 through the downbeat of m. 155. (See Ex. 5.a). Juliet’s theme appears one 

hundred measures later beginning halfway through m. 246 and extending through the downbeat of 
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m. 256. (See Ex. 5.b). The love theme follows eagerly in mm. 274-280. (See Ex. 5.c). These three 

themes are distinct enough to be deciphered from each other, but clearly share motivic material. 

The themes grow organically out of each other, intertwined, yet evolving until the love theme 

combines elements of both Romeo’s and Juliet’s preceding themes.  

 Morphing these themes, Berlioz employs a technique similar to Charles Ives’ cumulation 

technique developed in the twentieth-century. Juliet’s theme captures the three ascending notes 

compromising a third as well as the grace note neighbor figure from Romeo’s theme. Ultimately, the 

love theme begins with the same repeated note and now an expanded ascending fourth in stepwise 

motion of Juliet’s theme, and encompasses the final four measures of Romeo’s theme, maintaining 

the melodic structure while altering the rhythms slightly. “It is as though these themes, no matter 

their outward differences, share the same DNA.”139  

Ex. 5.a Scène d’amour; Romeo’s theme, mm. 146-155 

 

Ex. 5.b Scène d’amour; Juliet’s theme, mm. 246-256 
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Ex. 5.c Scène d’amour; Love theme, mm. 274-280 

 

 The sighing gestures of descending seconds beginning in mm.128-129 in the French horn 

and the clarinet, and continuing throughout the movement must belong to Juliet as she ponders the 

bitter sweetness of love upon her balcony. The ascending third that will be a motivic cell in Romeo’s 

and Juliet’s theme makes an early appearance in m. 132. In m. 139, in a nervous voice, a true 

melody finally emerges in the octave coupling of clarinet and French horn. Perhaps Juliet has caught 

a glimpse of Romeo when the sighing gesture reverses into ascent.  

 It is in m. 144 that Romeo’s voice can first be clearly identified in the violas, cellos and 

basses in two eager leaps of a third and then a fourth, possibly questioning if Juliet is truly there 

alone in the darkness with him. Juliet replies in the flutes with a descending line as Romeo begins his 

first, of ten, presentations of his theme. (See Ex. 6). “Berlioz does not expose his melody naked; it is 

artistically covered, though not concealed, by delicate tissue.”140 
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Ex. 6 Scène d’amour, mm. 141-14

 

 It seems possible that Romeo has stated his affection for Juliet too aggressively. Suddenly, 

the music returns to the nightingale and Juliet’s sighing.  

 “Berlioz’s lovers are more hesitant [than Shakespeare’s], and need more time to adjust to 
 one another before they can make their huge musical declaration. They begin with a short-
 breathed, slightly panting and quizzical musical language, as if they couldn’t quite believe in 
 their own happiness; it is not until the middle of the adagio that they can synchronize 
 themselves into a grand melodic span, with phrases longer than any human throat could 
 sing….Berlioz’s lovers are shyer, more awkward, more self-contained in their urgency.”141  
 
Here one finds Berlioz orchestrating his courtship with Harriet Smithson rather than the balcony 

scene of Romeo and Juliet. Berlioz wrote in a letter while he was trying to convince Smithson to 

marry him, “[H]er irresolute and timid nature prevents her from knowing how to take the least 
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decision.” 142 Berlioz’s Juliet mirrors Smithson’s apprehension in the music following Romeo’s first 

statement of his theme. Romeo responses with persuasion following the un pochettino animato in 

m. 146. Romeo speaks in the low horn and Juliet gives brief, unsubstantial replies in differing 

combinations of the French horn, oboe, clarinet, and flute. 

 Again, Romeo presents his theme at the marking canto appasioato assai in m. 172. Juliet 

seems to reply with avoidance, her voice represented by a doubling of the flute and oboe at the 

Allegro agitato. Romeo reacts, possibly with reason, using the simplified speech of recitative (col 

carattere di Recitative) in the cellos in m. 205. Now in another section marked agitato, Juliet’s 

woodwinds are sighing while Romeo’s strings reassure her. The music is underscoring the courtship 

of Smithson and Berlioz, complete with Smithson’s ignoring, hesitation, annoyance and, finally, 

submission. Certainly, the music is not the blissful and swift infatuation between Romeo and Juliet.   

 Featuring an original accompaniment, which simultaneously expresses the danger of 

discovery and the thrill of sexual desire, a second section marked Adagio begins in mm. 242. After 

an elaborately expressive gesture that plummets through the string sections, Juliet timidly begins to 

sing her theme through a pairing of the English horn and flute in mm. 246 in A minor before a modal 

shift to the tonic key of A major. Berlioz, ever attentive to orchestral timbre, changes the instrument 

pairings with each phrase while maintaining tessitura and melodic line, creating a technique 

employed extensively by Igor Stravinsky in the twentieth-century. Juliet’s theme begins in the flute 

and violin, then moves to the oboe, clarinet, and violin, and finishes in the flute and English horn. 

Motives and their counter-accompaniments are continuously developed within a momentarily 

constant tonality. Juliet continues for several measures, before Romeo expresses a seed of doubt 

through oscillating chromatic half step in m.264 that transform into arpeggios reminiscent of 
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“Strophes.”143 Contrastingly, Romeo has no moments of doubt in Shakespeare’s play. Again, this is 

Berlioz as Romeo, perhaps recognizing warning signs about Smithson’s behavior in retrospect. A 

secure cadence is delayed until measure 274, where the music overlaps with a new section, refusing 

to rest.  

 Love prevails over hesitancy and doubt. The love theme, a combination of Romeo and 

Juliet’s themes, appears in full expression in m 274. (See Ex. 7.a). “This seamlessness of phrases and 

sections, each merging with the next, is matched by undulating melodic lines, built from similar and 

ever ‘circulating’ motives that reappear again and again but always in slightly different 

form….repeating, shape shifting motives.”144 The love theme elides with Juliet’s theme, beginning 

with the same rhythm of a dotted quarter note followed by three eighth notes, now beginning on 

the downbeat and not midway through the measure, and with the pitch material transposed to the 

dominant, E major. After presenting the opening measure, half of Juliet’s theme, there is half a 

measure of connective material before the tag of Romeo’s theme appears. Romeo’s tag maintains 

melodic shape, but fits the first five pitches into a rhythmic structure that is Juliet’s. The love theme 

sounds like Juliet’s theme, but with Romeo’s tag, it will be successful in securing the perfect 

authentic cadence that Juliet’s theme could not. “Musically, what we see is that the love theme 

flowers not just from the vast, dark and rich world of all the music that precedes it, and that this 

flowering involves not only the combination of thematic segments but also the subtler reuse and 

reinterpretation of hidden motives and particular harmonic colors.”145 
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Ex. 7.a Scène d’amour, mm. 270-28
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Ex. 7.b Scène d’amour; Reoccurring chromatic motive as found in mm. 274  

 

 Throughout the movement, the themes are cycled through in pairs of strophes, with the 

second presentation sounding a third higher than the first. Romeo’s theme first appears in E major, 

then in G major, and avoids cadences, thereby creating elision between phrases and ultimately 

entire sections. Juliet’s theme begins in F# major and then appears in the tonic key of A major. It is 

Juliet’s theme that reaches the highest register and tries to secure a perfect authentic cadence in 

the tonic key of A major in m. 264, but this cadence is undermined by agitated music of Romeo, and 

another immediate cadential figure from Juliet’s theme. The themes, manifesting in pairs, are 

“striving [to] upward-higher registers and heightened emotions, and towards tonic and stability.”146 

There is another attempt at a perfect authentic cadence in m. 274, but the melody fails to secure 

tonic. 

 Finally, the love theme achieves a perfect authentic cadence in m. 280 representing the bliss 

of love expressed and reciprocated. Receiving affirmation of affection from Smithson was a moment 

of rejoicing for Berlioz during their courtship, “Yes, I love her! And I am loved. She told me that 

herself yesterday in front of her sister.”147 The music is perfected here as a representation of 

spiritual union between the two lovers. Fragments of Romeo’s theme appear in the cellos, refusing 

to say goodnight to Juliet and to accept the cadential closure. The love theme soars again in m. 286 

ending with a perfect authentic cadence on the downbeat of m. 292. At last, two strophes of 

thematic presentation are stable in the tonic key and are capable of securing strong cadences.  

                                                           
146 Rodgers, Form, Program and Metaphor, 123. 
147Berlioz, Selected Letters of Berlioz, 103.  
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  Here the voices of Juliet and Romeo are stratified by register and timbre of orchestration in 

a conversation creating an episode that extends to m. 320. The texture of this episode changes in m. 

300 with the appearance of sighing gestures that lead to a pause with a fermata in mm. 307. The 

pickup notes into m. 308 lead to a section where the rhythmic activity is increased and the meter is 

confused and ambiguous. It is as though young Romeo and Juliet are attempting for the first time to 

make love. They cannot quite figure out how to get their bodies in sync until m. 315 where each 

character is heard in climax; first Romeo, followed by Juliet. In afterglow of orgasm, the love theme 

appears again in m. 322.  

 Measure 332 presents the love theme juxtaposed with an intrusion from the outside world; 

possibly Harriet’s disapproving sister cast as Juliet’s’ nurse. This interruption brings anxiety, as the 

love theme dissolves into plummeting scales that lead to more confused syncopation. After a 

moment of astonishment, a measure of rest in m. 349, the tag of the love theme returns reverently 

in m. 350, providing a moment of spiritual commitment before the anxiety of reality reappears 

abruptly in m. 358. There is a final perfect authentic cadence in m. 382 before a brief codetta. Here 

the difficult sweet sorrow of parting begins. Fragments of the love theme appear, but they are 

thwarted by the reality that the night has ended and the day is dawning.  

 In addition to the themes of Romeo and Juliet, which strive to create a new way of 

structuring an orchestral movement, there is a falling chromatic motive featured in Scène d’amour, 

which creates unity throughout Roméo et Juliette as an entire work. The chromatic motive (A-G#-G-

F#) first appears in Strophes in the Prologue (mm.24-27) accompanying the words “Le jeune Roméo, 

plaignant sa destinée, Vient tristement errer a l’entour du palais.” (The young Romeo, bemoaning his 

destiny, in sadness comes wandering around the palace.) This motive can be found many times in 

the Scène d’amour (in Romeo’s recitative-like section as E-D#-D-C# in mm. 128-129 and in mm. 258-

260). (See Ex 7.b). The chromatic motive spelled E-D#-D-C# returns in counterpoint with the love 
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theme in mm. 274-276. This motivic unit will appear again at the end of the Convoi funèbre (mm. 

123, again as A-G#-G-F#). This motive is Berlioz romanticizing Romeo and Juliet, and equally himself 

and Harriet. The motive represents “sadness, loneliness and ultimately death, it is in the Scène 

d’amour a harbinger of tragedy to come, a subtle indication that as fast as this love is set ablaze, so 

must it be extinguished.”148 So true is this for the love of Romeo and Juliet, and it would also be true 

of Hector and Harriet.  

Convoi funèbre 

 This movement of Roméo et Juliette is derived from one of David Garrick’s added scenes to 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Seeking an occasion to impress with music, Garrick wrote text for a 

funeral procession for Juliet for the opening of act five by drawing from Paris’s lament before Juliet’s 

tomb.149 British composer William Boyce (1711-1779) was commissioned by Garrick to create music 

for Juliet’s funeral processional in 1750. Boyce’s original incidental music was a lament of communal 

mourning sung by chorus and included a bell tolling for the believed dead Juliet. Interestingly, this 

scene was not present in Kemble’s 1827 production starring Harriet Smithson.  

 Berlioz combines symphonic functions and operatic genre in Convoi funèbre. Albright 

argues, “In the early nineteenth century, a slow movement might seem amorous (as in Beethoven’s 

4th Symphony, as Berlioz heard it) or funereal (as in Beethoven’s 3rd); and it would be possible to 

construe the Convoi funèbre as a sort of alternate slow movement to the symphonic parts of Roméo 

et Juliette.”150 However, Convoi funèbre is in E minor, with lengthy excursions through modal shift to 

E major—which is the wrong tonal center for the second movement of this symphony, as Roméo 

seul is in F major, Scène d’amour is in A major and La reine Mab is in F major. Convoi funèbre, in E 

minor for the first half and E major for the majority of the second half, is in the subdominant key to 

                                                           
148 Rodgers, Form, Program and Metaphor, 122. 
149 Garrick, The Plays of David Garrick, 139. 
150 Albright, Berlioz’s Semi-Operas, 72.  
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B. Therefore, Convoi funèbre is tonality linked to the other vocal movements, B minor being the key 

of the Prologue and B major being the key of the closing vocal movement, the Finale.  

 Additionally, Berlioz likely included this movement because operatic-processional choral 

movements were an essential and popular feature of French grand opera in the early nineteenth 

century. At Berlioz’s request, Deschamps included the funeral procession from Garrick’s script but 

penned a simpler text. The text reads merely “Jetez des fleurs pour la vierge expirée jusqu’an 

tombeau suivez au tombeau notre soeur adorée” (Take flowers for the virgin who has died and 

follow to the grave, the grave of our beloved sister.) Berlioz repeats the sentiments, twisting the 

words into different arrangements, until they become sounds more than words, finally reiterating 

the single idea of “take her flowers.” Berlioz further simplified the text by using wordless voices 

crying out “ah” to create a tableau of mourning, reminiscent of the textless voices, which imitate 

instruments in the Marché funèbre pour la deniére scene d’Hamlet. Indeed, Convoi funèbre and 

Marché funèbre pour la deniére scene d’Hamlet are both funeral marches for Berlioz’s love for 

Smithson. 

 
Photograph of Hector Berlioz by Pierre Petit, 1863. 
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  In the score Berlioz writes, “Fugal march, at first instrumental, with psalmody on a single 

note in the voices; then vocal, with the psalmody in the orchestra.”151 Convoi funèbre begins as a 

fugue in the orchestra based on a chromatic subject with a repeated and sustained E as choral 

chant. (See Ex. 8) There is an alteration between fugal passages in the orchestra and homophonic 

passages in monotone voices, which present an inconsistent pedal point. The fleeting appearance 

and disappearance of this tonic pedal point E gives Berlioz the opportunity to explore vast harmonic 

variations while insisting that we never stray far from the tonic key. Though there is great angst and 

heartbreak expressed through unexpected harmonic progressions, the musical and dramatic action 

are static. The Capulets are unable move past the devastation caused by Juliet’s death. In slow-

movement sonata form with no real development, Convoi funèbre features both a fugue and an 

ostinato recalling a lament. The exposition (mm. 1-39) starts in E minor with emphasis on dominant 

harmonies, which are sustained. Both meter and tonality are concealed at the beginning of Convoi 

funèbre by an insistent C extending over the bar line which, in the style of a lament bass, descends 

to the tonic note of E. The second part of the subject is highly chromatic using duration to 

emphasize pitches outside of E minor: G# and A#. The tonality becomes unstable with hints of A 

minor, the modal mixture of A major from Scène d’amour, and an appearance of D minor. However, 

in order to restore tonal order, the voices intercede with the tonic pedal of E. The music features the 

augmented seconds and diminished fourth associated with funeral marches. The fugue subject 

makes its second appearance in the dominant of B minor. 152  

 

 

 
 
 

                                                           
151 Berlioz, Roméo et Juliette, 231.  
152 Rushton, Roméo et Juliette, 49.  
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Ex. 8 Convoi funèbre, mm. 1-16 
 

 
Measures 40-47 present secondary material that is homophonic and in the relative major 

key of G. (See Ex. 9). Moving through C before modulating by third back to the tonic key of E minor, 

mm. 48-53 are a retransition for a recapitulation of the beginning material. In m. 49, the violin 

reveals a melodic motive based on the subject, at first diatonic and then returning to the mournful 
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diminished fourth. The asymmetrical recapitulation begins cautiously in m. 54, where there is an 

interchange of roles between chorus and orchestra. After a modal shift to E major in mm. 67-68, the 

fugue subject reappears in the soprano voice. The recapitulation is expanded by developmental 

treatments of the subject, new countermelodies, and a fugal stretto beginning in m. 67. “Even the 

texture of the piece, in which the chorus and orchestra neatly trade places in the middle…proves 

that voices can easily do the work of instruments and instruments can easily do the work of voices. 

The listener is in a border region between the vocal and the orchestral, between opera and 

symphony, an indistinct land between genres.”153 Measures 105-113 present a recapitulation of the 

secondary homophonic material. By restating the homophonic material, an expression of grief 

through repetition as if in a ritual is created. Berlioz has composed a meditation on death and loss. 

Ex. 9 Convoi funèbre, mm. 39-50 

 

                                                           
153 Albright, Berlioz’s Semi-Operas, 73. 
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 Mm. 114-142 present a coda, in two parts, first continuing in E major then shifting modally 

to E minor. The first section of the coda is an “afterglow of the vocal fugue” where the subject is 

stabilized with less chromaticism, and in later subject entries, there is no upbeat.154 There are 

continually diminuendos throughout the coda indicating a recessional that fades away in the 

distance. The second part of the coda beginning with mm. 126 abandons all previous material, and 

features a pedal and tremolo. Music theorists have often been puzzled by the function or purpose of 

these additional bars. The vibration of emotion can be attributed to Romeo, as he is the only one 

who remains in the shadows after watching the funeral processional recede. The pedal tones and 

tremolos illustrate Romeo quivering with shock after hearing the news of his beloved’s death. 

Originally, this movement ended with a “requiem aeternam,” which was criticized, and Berlioz 

would eventually remove it. 

 

                                                           
154 Rushton, Roméo et Juliette, 51. 
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Roméo au tombeau 

 In order to understand Roméo au tombeau, it is essential once again to consult Berlioz’s 

misremembrance and misinterpretation of Shakespeare’s scene. In the following passage from his 

Memoirs, written while Berlioz was living in Italy after winning the Prix de Rome, Berlioz fantasizes 

himself as Romeo in the tomb, describing a Juliet with Smithson’s likeness, 

 The dead girl has been laid out on a table. A long dress of white percale, gathered round her 
 neck and below her feet, covered her almost completely. Her black hair, half braided, 
 flowed in waves around her shoulders, her blue eyes half shut, little mouth, sad smile, neck 
 of alabaster, noble and candid air…young!...young!...and dead!...I throw myself on my 
 knees, I seize the hand of the profaned beauty, I cover her with expiatory kisses, in the 
 throes of one of the most intense heart-anguishes of my life….But suddenly I came to think: 
 what will the husband say, if he could see the chaste hand so dear to him, recently become 
 so cold, now warmed by the kisses of young stranger?...would he not believe that I am the 
 clandestine lover of his wife, who comes, more loving and more faithful than he, to breathe 
 upon the adored body of a Shakespearean despair?155 
 
Just as Scène d’amour builds the love theme from the themes of Romeo and Juliet, Romeo au 

tombeau destroys themes through fragmentation and deconstruction. “Roméo au tombeau’s 

narrative is not one of teleological genesis but, we might say, one of teleological dissolution.”156 

Roméo au tombeau is brutal and visceral for Berlioz. In this movement, Berlioz reveals how his 

relationship with Harriet Smithson has been poisoned to the point of fatality.  

 Berlioz was one of many Romantics to have a fascination with and a need to express the 

grotesque. “When the Romantic Movement began, Shakespeare’s neglect of the classical unites, his 

taste for the whimsical and monstrous, would seem like a heroic repudiation of stale Art in favor of 

abundant Nature.”157 With reverence to Shakespeare’s work, contemporary and colleague Victor 

Hugo wrote in the preface to Cromwell, “[A]s a part of the view of respect to the sublime, as a 

means of contrast, the grotesque is (according to us) the richest source that nature can open to 

                                                           
155 Berlioz, Memoirs, 207.  
156 Stephen Rodgers, "Music Smashed to Pieces: The Destructive Logic of Berlioz's Romeo Au Tombeau," 
Current Musicology, 89 (Spring 2010): 37-73. 
157 Albright, Berlioz’s Semi-Operas, 34.  
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art….the sublime will represent the soul just as it is, [the grotesque] will play the role of the human 

beast.”158 Considering this perspective, Roméo et Juliette is a striking example of the exploration of 

the sublime ecstasy of love thwarted by the grotesque ugliness of hate ultimately leading to double 

suicide. “Berlioz, like Hugo’s Shakespeare, had a genius for the mixed mode.”159 In Roméo et Juliette, 

beauty is restricted to the young and pure, while hatred and death is common to all.  

 In order to foreground the grotesque, Berlioz’s Roméo au tombeau once again includes an 

additional scene: a dialogue between the two lovers in the tomb scene, which Garrick himself added 

to his 1748 version.160 Thomas Otway first employed this concept of altering the ending of 

Shakespeare’s plays in 1680. Otway created a tradition extending into the nineteenth century of 

adapting the endings of Shakespeare’s play to make them happy or less tragic, here giving Romeo 

and Juliet a chance to say goodbye. To provide a more complete ending for the leading characters, 

Garrick added this scene in the tomb where the two lovers are briefly awake and alive together 

before their deaths. Though Garrick maintained a shortened version of the reconciliation between 

the feuding families, the fleshed out final scene of the farewells and deaths of the two lovers was 

the final scene that Berlioz saw. 

 In the scene, Juliet takes a sleeping potion and lies in the family crypt. Romeo, believing her 

to be dead, enters the tomb and ingests a full vial of poison. Juliet wakes up and the lovers rejoice 

that they are reunited, with Romeo momentarily forgetting that he has consumed poison. Then the 

poison sets in and Romeo dies, leaving Juliet in utter despair to stab herself with his dagger. Though 

Shakespeare had eliminated any final goodbyes between the lovers, the original Italian source 

included a similar final conversation. 

 

                                                           
158 Victor Hugo, La preface de Cromwell, ed. Maurice Souriau (Paris: Société française d’imprimerie et de 
libraire 1897), 22-23 . 
159 Albright, Berlioz’s Semi-Operas, 36. 
160 Garrick, The Plays of David Garrick, 143-144. 
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David Garrick and George-Anne Bellamy in “Romeo and Juliet.” Painting by Benjamin Wilson, 1753.  

 
 Though there is no traditional form to Berlioz’s Roméo au tombeau, there are three sections 

delineated by tempo markings, which can be further divided into two parts each, creating six 

tableaus. In his letter to Richard Schumann, Stephen Heller tries to describe the music from this 

movement: 

 [T]he music could be mistaken for a rehearsal of an exceptionally dramatic opera performed 
 by the orchestra alone to an empty stage….A clarinet solo, cut into by violas and bass 
 figures,  represents a plaintive voice of Juliet as she revives from her stupor; the full 
 orchestra explodes into an allegro appassionato (A major 4/4) sing the motive of the garden 
 scene, first within the  4/4 metre, then back in 6/8, but changed to express delirious joy, 
 then too soon harrowing anguish: after the deep feelings of the Adagio and the vivid joy of 
 the Allegro, the same motive appears broken, harsh, breathless, and virtually 
 unrecognizable.161 
 
 A more accurate interpretation of the movement requires an attempt to remember Berlioz’s 

experience as he watched the scene starring Smithson in Paris in 1827. Rushton comments, “In this 

movement, the music is purely instrumental, yet almost purely representational; some of it could 

accompany a mime enacted virtually in real time.”162 Harriet Smithson’s greatest gift as an actress, 

after her beauty, was her ability to mime. She presented this tomb scene, complete with Garrick’s 

addition, to an audience that depended on her movement, gestures and posturing to express the 

                                                           
161 Heller, “Une lettre de Stephen Heller sur Berlioz,” December 1839. 
162 Rushton, Roméo et Juliette, 52. 
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tragedy underscored by orchestra. The result must have been similar to the experience of watching 

a theatrical melodrama, a genre very popular during the early nineteenth century, and one in which 

Smithson excelled. “Berlioz’s interpretation of the scene is not sweet, not tender, not even sad; it is 

violent….What is striking here is how he plainly rejects the words as a primary carrier of 

meaning….his setting of the tomb scene would reflect what he saw and felt as much as what he 

read.”163 Berlioz’s Roméo au tombeau is a musical melodrama with instruments gesturing, moving, 

and posturing in place of actors.  

 In De l’Imitation musicale, Berlioz discusses two types of musical mimesis, both of which he 

will employ in Roméo au tombeau. The first type is “direct” mimesis, which includes sounds, the 

sound of motions, or objects that make a sound. An example of direct mimesis would be 

Beethoven’s birdcall during the second movement of the 6th Pastoral Symphony, or the storm 

interlude for orchestra from Rossini’s La barbiere di Siviglia. Berlioz has already employed this type 

of mimesis with the nightingale in the Scène d’amour. The second type is “indirect” mimesis, music 

that represents an emotion.164 “By the early nineteenth century, and certainly by the time Berlioz 

wrote his essay, to imitate for the sake of imitating was to stoop to the level of tastelessness and to 

invite ridicule-especially if it meant forgoing expression.165 Berlioz will begin Roméo au tombeau 

with emotional, “indirect” mimesis to represent Romeo’s feelings, but will then switch to “direct” 

mimesis to represent the physicality, including grotesque depictions of physical breakdown and 

death, of Romeo and Juliet. “The lovers dwell on a plane beyond the singable….impersonating voices 

and embodying physiology”166  

                                                           
163 Rodgers, Music Smashed, 64. 
164 Hector Berlioz, "De l'imitation musicale,"Revue et Gazette musicale de Paris IV/1, January 1, 1837, p. 9-11 
and  IV/2, January 8, 1837, p. 15-17 
165 Rodgers, Music Smashed, 44. 
166 Albright, Berlioz’s Semi-Operas, 73. 
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 The first tableau represents Romeo opening the tomb in a frantic mental state. The music 

uses indirect mimesis to portray Romeo’s urgency and anguish as he arrives at Juliet’s tomb. The 

movement opens with turbulent music in E minor, reaching the first cadence in mm. 16-17. (See Ex. 

10). The meter becomes incoherent in mm. 11-13 where there are two measures that have a 

hemiola-like syncopation of 3/2 instead of the notated time signature of 2/2. The musical phrases in 

this section are not synced up, but rather misaligned even to the extent of having an effective 

downbeat mid-measure. Contrasting the rhythmic juxtapositions, the melodic and harmony 

elements are more stable, including a i-iv-V-i progression into a cadence, and in mm. 15-16 a iv-

vii⁰7/V-V-I cadential pattern, with an A-G-F#-E motive descending to the tonic pitch.167 

 The second tableau begins in m. 34 with seven long chords under fermatas alternating with 

measures of silences, creating “the impression of time standing still and calling to mind Romeo’s 

awe and horror at Juliet in the tomb.”168 Measure 45 suspends the oboe and m. 47 suspends the 

flute, both instruments associated with Juliet in the Scène d’amour. These chords are deeply 

personal to Berlioz, and they fully exemplify the Berlioz/Romeo delusion. These chords represent 

the year of courtship and the six years of marriage between Berlioz and Smithson; each chord more 

painful and abhorrent than the last.  

 

                                                           
167 Rodgers, Music Smashed, 47-48.  
168 Rodgers, Music Smashed, 48. 
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Ex. 10 Roméo au tombeau, mm. 1-17
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 The chromatic half step of D#-E, an embellishment of the dominant chord built on G#, is 

persistent throughout this section. The E receives a different and increasingly dissonant 

harmonization with each presentation. “This musical process has poetic equivalent: as the 

harmonies grow more distant, one senses Romeo’s growing stupefaction, his inability to 

comprehend what he sees.”169 This horror is surely shared by Berlioz with regard to his relationship 

with Smithson. Berlioz would write just a few years later, “I could no longer stand the sleepless 

nights spent with my eyes open and my ears besieged by cries and insults.”170  

 Referring to the beginning of the third tableau, at the pickup to m. 49, the music illustrates 

the horror and confusion that Romeo is experiencing, the emotions happening within him, instead 

of employing direct mimesis of external stimuli. This is the first section in Roméo au tombeau with a 

programmatic heading: “Invocation.” In the modern era, musicologists and theorists still struggle to 

make sense of this section as well as the remainder of Roméo au tombeau. Daniel Albright writes, 

 [T]here really is little in the way of theme, and almost nothing in the way of grammar—the 
 music seems to be a string of disconnected harsh or pathetic gestures; and in the absence of 
 theme and grammar, the bodies of Romeo and Juliet surge to the foreground. The 
 movement is a kind of musical stethoscope….the physiology is not a complement to a 
 musical structure, but a force opposing any musical structure. Love seems to invite music, 
 but death seems to resist music….We have reached a place where musical expression and 
 musical form are antithetical….Berlioz is devising audible images for the death-rattle, for the 
 loosening of muscle tonus, for sickening things in the belly.”171 
 
Indeed, Berlioz seems to have stumbled into the musical realm of expressionism so lauded and 

explored later by Arnold Schoenberg and Alban Berg, where the extreme, and nearly always 

grotesque, emotions and physicalities of the protagonists are displayed and exploited. As the piece 

moves from what Romeo is experiencing emotionally to creating a mimesis of what he is feeling 

physically, the middle tableaus, three and four, employ both perspectives.  
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 Tableau three, beginning at the Largo in m. 49, features an operatic aria for Romeo in the 

register of a tenor, sung by the orchestra and featuring a solemn rhythm as though from a funeral 

march. The “time-scale is operatic, not naturalistic; the invocation exceeds the time required for the 

action: it is an aria.”172 The music is based on “Méditation” from Berlioz’s cantata La Mort de 

Cléopâtre and has been described as “one of Berlioz’s most heartrending musical expressions of 

grief.”173 The scene is similar to that of the “Méditation,” setting the mood for impending suicide. 

The music is even in the same key with pizzicato articulation in the low stings creating undulating 

rhythm. Surely, Berlioz was thinking of Juliet though he composed the “Méditation” for Cleopatra; 

he prefaced the piece with Juliet’s lines “How if when I am laid in the tomb” from act IV, scene iii. A 

great composer of chanson, Berlioz restricts himself to two and four bar phrases. Suddenly, the 

melodies of the instruments become structured like a song and even singable, humanizing Romeo in 

the face of death as he was before supernatural in the grasp of love. As Romeo’s heartbreak and 

desperation swell, the melodic line soars higher until the emotional climax in m. 65 before 

succumbing to despair. Berlioz shares Romeo’s grief as he laments the impending death of his 

delusion of Smithson as his Juliet. It is chilling to recall Berlioz’s words from years before his personal 

relationship with Smithson even began, “Beyond all doubt, Harriet Smithson and Hector Berlioz will 

be reunited in the oblivion of the tomb!”174 

 Following the E minor cadence in m. 57, all other authentic cadences are evaded. The music 

searches for closure, but is denied just as Romeo enters denial that Juliet has died, and as Berlioz 

lives in denial that his relationship with Smithson has become unsustainable. A repeated two-

measure sequence finds only deception, Romeo/Berlioz’s self-deception, with a V chord in mm. 58-

59 and mm. 60-61. A cadential 6/4 in mm. 65 in C# major is thwarted by IV, a painful return to the 
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key of Scène d’amour, A major. Although there is a perfect authentic cadence in m. 69, “[t]he music 

refuses to rest, a musical metaphor for Romeo’s refusal to accept that Juliet has died,” or Berlioz’s 

struggle to end his relationship with Smithson.175 Tableau three ends in mm. 71-72 with a 

plummeting chromatic melody which is mimetic of hopeless. Romeo ingesting the poison complete 

with tremolos and ending in a tritone (G-C#) as the last drop slitters down his throat. “The ‘aria’ 

sinks to a low C#, but the line has no harmonic support, only its simultaneous contradiction by the 

cellos’ G natural (their written-out trill to Ab fails to attain the harmonically more rational goal, 

Ab/G#).”176 There are several fermatas, which sustain the horror before the next tempo marking.  

 Tableau four, eliding with tableau three just before the L’istesso tempo marking in m. 76, 

begins with what feels like a miracle, but is really a cruel twist of fate. “Above the G-natural, the 

clarinet creeps in almost inaudibly; its utterance gradually takes shape as Juliet’s theme from the 

Scène d’amour.”177 Juliet awakes from her deep slumber moments after Romeo has swallowed the 

poison. Juliet’s awakening is heard first as a whimper that then develops into her theme. “In the 

section marked Reveil de Juliette, an out-of-breath clarinet seems to be trying to play (and almost 

succeeding in playing) Juliet’s distinctly hesitant love-melody (clarinet and English horn) from m. 127 

of the love scene.”178 Though the melody implies the tonic key of Scène d’amour, A major, the 

parameters of harmony necessary to establish the key are absent. Additionally, the meter is 

confused. Romeo answers her in the lower strings as in the Scène d’amour, but he now lacks the 

strength to assert tonality despite the articulation of triads. The music makes a weak attempt to 

create a dominant function to the A major of tableau five. Stephen Rodgers writes, 

 To the eye, [the harmonies] may appear functional; to the ear, however, they seem devoid 
 of function….Here, melody and harmony are at odds, and they fail to secure any tonality at 
 all. In Garrick’s version of the scene, Juliet wakes and has no idea where she is or who is 
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 speaking to her: “Where am I? defend me powers!...Bless me! How cold it is! (Garrick 
 1750:65). In Berlioz’s setting, her melody is just as unaware of its surroundings.”179 
 
 Tableau five, beginning at the section marked Allegro vivace ed appassionato assai in m.90, 

expresses Romeo’s ecstatic joy when he realizes that Juliet is alive, which he surely believes is a 

miracle of love. In A major, six measures reveal the melodic and harmonic motives of this section, 

which display repeated delirium that becomes contorted. The motivic cell of F#-E-D# is sounded 

three times before being reduced to E-D# that is then repeated six more times creating an insistent 

display of joyous insanity. The circular repetition is interrupted in m. 96 by a subdominant harmony 

that confuses the meter with a downbeat falling behind by a quarter note in mm. 96-99. Fragments 

of melodies from Scène d’amour return in m. 100 in A major. The motives change to 6/8 time 

signature at Romeo’s restatement of his theme from the Scène d’amour in C# major (m. 146 in 

Scène d’amour and m. 108 in Romeo au tombeau) and in C major (m. 172 in Scène d’amour and m. 

124 in Romeo au tombeau). Romeo’s theme appears with “extreme melodic, harmonic, and metric 

disfigurement.”180 Romeo’s theme devolves into a sentence of ten measures in the tonic modality, 

adapting the lower sixth scale degree from the minor, over functional harmony that reaches a 

cadence. The theme races forward with the urgency of fleeting life, the rhythm suggesting 9/8 

rather than 6/8, with harmonic instability that continually undermines any sense of key and with 

persistent repetition. “[T]he theme attempts to escape from time by compressing itself into a single 

moment of peak intensity.”181 

 In mm. 129-133, the opening phrase of the theme is in C major, but the second half leaps to 

the incorrect key of D major. Chromatic passing tones express the cruelty of this fate in mm. 176-

178. The second portion of Romeo’s theme repeats, in F# minor in m. 134, but cannot find a point of 
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rest. The second half of Romeo’s theme is repeated once more in m. 138 in A major and finally seeks 

a cadence in m. 141, only to dissolve once again. “The gesture is repeated in ever-smaller fragments 

until the music grinds to a halt, unable to cadence, as Romeo begins to feel the death throes and the 

poison takes hold. Again, a G-C# tritone marks the moment of musical and physical rupture.”182 

 In the sixth tableau, eliding with the fifth tableau two measures before the L’istesso tempo 

in m. 170, the music becomes increasingly incoherent, absurd and barely tonal as it continues with 

grotesque mimesis of the physicality of death. This lack of sense and order captures the frustration 

and incomprehensible state of Berlioz’s current relationship with Smithson. Berlioz described this 

final stage of his dysfunctional marriage; “My life is unbelievable. It’s one long act of somnambulism. 

Torments all day and all night, bouts of rage and pity simultaneously; then a cessation of feeling and 

complete indifference.”183 Nonsensical contrasting meters exist simultaneously with 2/2 in clarinet, 

and 3/4 in the other winds, despite the 6/8 time signature for the trombones. These rhythms, which 

ultimately defy meter, are mimetic for Romeo’s increasingly erratic heartbeat as his life slips away. 

The trombones only offer further confusion. As soon as they have established a pattern of sounding 

every three measures, the structure is destroyed with an early entrance by Romeo’s instruments, 

the cellos, and basses, in m. 168. Juliet’s woodwinds cry out with a diminished triad that, employing 

the moaning trombones Bb, grinds into a gut-wrenching fully diminished seventh chord that rings 

over twenty measures creating stasis through an emancipation of dissonance, and a dreary 

representation of Berlioz’s disassociation caused by Smithson’s constant berating. The V7 chord that 

briefly follows is barely functional, as the diminished seventh chord has been repeated to the point 

of establishing its own tonic and metric function. “Disorder of the musical surface is likely what 

‘structures’ a listener’s perception of this passage, more than any underlying melodic or tonal 
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foundation…..conventional notions of ‘structural listening’ no longer seem applicable.”184 As Romeo 

succumbs to deaths the cellos and basses have descending fourths beginning in m. 170 (Bb-F-C-G) 

before a descent by a third to E in some final attempt to acknowledge tonality. “Romeo’s life drains 

away in a double neighbor-note figure in the double basses (G#/Bb surrounding A)”185  

 Tableau six rushes to death by manically stating musical motives from the past “as though 

Romeo and Juliet’s lives were flashing before their eyes.”186 Measure 170 features the ascending 

motive of a third (Bb-C-Db) from the second half of Romeo’s theme, which is then repeated and 

spelled as a transcending major third B-C#-D in mm. 182-183. (See Ex. 11). 

 Ex. 11 Romeo au tombeau, mm. 162-184 
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Measure 211 sharply underscores Juliet’s self-inflicted stabbing with Romeo’s dagger with a Bb-A in 

the bass. First, the fourth chord from tableau two, a diminished seventh chord, is restated as a 
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preparatory gesture, and then a second chord is the impact of the dagger into her flesh. The Bb 

transforms into a flat two chord (bII) referencing tableaus one and three. In mm. 215-216, Juliet 

takes her last breath as the oboe plays an F-E motive reminiscent of the E-F-E clarinet in tableau four 

as Juliet’s death recalls her resurrection only minutes before. “Oboe, pppp, intones three notes 

grouped chromatically round the V and three round the I, then the main pitches, E-A, drip gloomily 

from the cellos.” 

 In the Prologue “we heard an anticipation of the symphonic themes…here, we hear the 

themes dismantling themselves, receding into themelessness.”187 The remaining motivic and 

harmonic ideas are nonsensical, rhythmically inconsistent and in varying registration and 

orchestration. Melodic and harmonic elements are discordant. The movement ends in A major, but 

the tonic is only one final exhalation. “With death, as with love, one can reach the highest 

imaginable intensity of sensation—and Romeo and Juliet are, in a sense, connoisseurs of extreme 

feelings-states, craving the least safe kind of sex imaginable…love grows synonymous with death.”188 

Here Berlioz explores themes of Liebestod, which would have tremendous influence on the 

Romantic Era, especially audience member Richard Wagner. In the words of Shakespeare’s Juliet, 

“I’ll take my wedding-bed/ And death, not Romeo, take me maidenhead!”189 

 Because of Roméo au tombeau’s lack of a conventional form and its equally unconventional 

use of melodic and harmonic devices, the movement was received with a great deal of confusion 

and misunderstanding. One critic wrote, “It must be ranked with M. Berlioz’s mistakes…we need a 

stage, scenery, tombs, theatrical half-light, people speaking and acting.”190 Getting closer to the 

heart of the matter, another of Berlioz’s contemporaries wrote “It would be perfectly adapted to a 
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mime show which would make the action intelligible to the spectator. But I do not think the 

expression of such details belongs in the realm of the symphony.”191 Over a century later, Berlioz 

scholar Jacques Barzun wrote, “The twenty or thirty pages of the entombment are extraordinarily 

vivid and may induce visions in some listeners, but one can safely deny anyone to say what they 

imitate.”192 Berlioz had composed music so thoroughly programmatic that it discarded all semblance 

of conventional musical structures and generic expectations that had been set as a precedent for 

compositions in the period.  “[T]his scene is perhaps the high point of [the dramatic symphony’s] 

effort to be concise, free of the stereotypes, conventional ‘joints,’ and punctuation marks: the 

section is equivalent to modern nonsyntactical poetry….we thus have the familiar paradox of a 

passage of dramatic music being impugned (a) because it makes us see, and (b) because it does 

not.”193 

 In response to the harsh criticism, Berlioz wrote in the preface of the 1847 publication of 

Roméo et Juliette in reference to Roméo au tombeau. 

 The public has no imagination; pieces which only address themselves to the imagination 
 have no public. The instrumental scene which follows is one such piece and I consider that it 
 should be omitted from every performance except those in which this symphony is 
 presented before an elite audience extremely familiar with the fifth act of Shakespeare’s 
 tragedy with Garrick’s ending, and with the most exalted poetic feelings: which is to say that 
 it should be cut ninety-nine times in a hundred.194 
 
Although Berlioz acknowledges that Romeo au tombeau could be cut in performance, he could not 

bring himself to revise or cut it. This movement seems disorganized and disfigured because that was 

Berlioz’s intention. Only when accepting this premise of music as serving dramatic function more 

than musical structure can one properly understand the piece. Rodgers summarizes in reference to 

Shakespeare: 
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 [I]t shifts from the evocative to the narrative, from the implicit to the explicit, and from an 
 expression of the characters’ emotions to a depiction of their actions. At the outset Berlioz 
 is most concerned with conveying what the characters feel: Romeo’s bewilderment when he 
 sees Juliet in the tomb and his grief when he addresses her body. As the movement 
 progresses he turns his attention towards depicting what they do: Juliet waking up, Romeo 
 drinking the poison and convulsing as it takes effect, Juliet plunging the dagger into her 
 chest, and the lovers dying. As the music becomes more literal and physical, it dissolves into 
 thematic, rhythmic and  harmonic mayhem. If the scene ends with dead bodies littered on 
 the stage, the movement ends with music smashed to pieces.”195  
 
Rodgers fails to see through the veil of the characters Romeo and Juliet, to see the story of Berlioz 

and Smithson throbbing in heartbreak just below the surface. The music of Roméo au tombeau is 

the embodiment of Berlioz’s words of remembrance for Smithson, “Henriette the harp whose 

strains were part of all my concerts, my joys and sorrows-of whose strings, alas, I broke many.”196 
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Chapter III 
Reception and Legacy 

 
 Roméo et Juliette inspired intense reactions, in which critics found it a revolutionary 

composition or, in opposition, a waste of musical effort. Berlioz described the disparity of opinions 

on his compositions in a letter to Liszt: “I’ve received a number of letters in prose and verse from my 

supporters, but also anonymous incentive from my opponents; one of them was even stupid enough 

to invite me to blow my brains out…Charming, don’t you think?”197 Whether critics were responding 

to the mixing of genres or an inconsistency of quality is still debatable. Many critics assaulted Berlioz 

with accusations that he had branded his mediocre symphony as a “dramatic symphony” in order to 

hide an inadequate composition, or that he had hidden a poorly conceived symphony within the 

vestment of choral and solo numbers. From Stephen Heller’s letter to Robert Schumann in 1839. 

“Admittedly for public understanding, dramatic scenes transcribed into music instead of being 

presented by singers represent a still greater novelty: the likely reaction is: ‘What does it mean?’ 

How can combinations of timbre and pitch convey feelings?’”198 

 Indeed, there were almost fifty separate printed discussions of the piece in the Paris press. 

“The right of music to usurp the role of chief bearer of dramatic ideas” was questioned, and critics 

argued that there was a “concentration on the fantastique rather than musical substance, a lack of 

melody and a tendency to mistake colour and instrumentation for musical invention.”199 From a 

letter to La Gazette de France dated December 1, 1839 signed by “A,” “It is a mixture of symphony 

and opera without exactly being one or the other…Why can’t M. Berlioz give us a Romeo and Juliet 

opera?”200 Even Wagner, who was greatly influenced by the dramatic symphony, would write in the 

Dresden Abendzeitung in 1840, 
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 [T]here are so many examples of tastelessness and so many artistic blemishes, ranged side 
 by side with passages of pure genius, that I could not help wishing Berlioz had shown it 
 before the performance to a man like Cherubini, who would certainly have known how to 
 remove a large  number of its ugly distortions.”201 
 
There were also visionary critics who supported and even applauded the work. On December 1, 

1839, Jules Maurel in La France musicale said, “[O]ne more added to musical poetics; [Berlioz] has 

drawn imitative music out of the little circle in which it was dying, and raised it to great, poetic, and 

well-characterized ideas.”202 Indeed, trying to understand the work within the restrictions of 

previous symphonic compositions is to neglect Berlioz’s dramatic genius, which supersedes the 

restrictions of theatre and music through transcendence. According to Julian Rushton, 

 Symphonies, as the Fantastique demonstrates, deal best with a dramatic development 
 which is largely internal, a fantasy, the love it portrays being unknown to its object and 
 unrequited. In Roméo et Juliette, Berlioz assumes the objectivity of a dramatist; he deals not 
 only with the mutual love of the protagonists but, departing (as we have seen) from his 
 immediate sources, with society at large….Wholeness is not the same as ‘organic unity’; nor 
 should every listener fell obliged to find it perfect….For what Berlioz did in Roméo et Juliette 
 was to transfer his expressive language of instrumental music already developed in two 
 earlier symphonies and  several overtures, to a framework of dramatic representation.203 
 
 After the first three performances in Paris at the Conservatoire, there were six additional 

performances outside of France during Berlioz’s lifetime. Complete performances were given in 

Vienna on January 2, 1846 and, after a revision, in Prague on April 4, 1846. There were two 

additional performances in St. Petersburg in 1847, and Liszt included a performance of Roméo et 

Juliette on November 11, 1852 as part of his “Berlioz week” at Weimar. The final performance 

during Berlioz’s lifetime was given in Detmold, Germany in 1853 without Berlioz present. To further 

exposure of the work, Berlioz created a triptych from the dramatic symphony, extracting the three 

individual orchestral sections, therefore eliminating the expense and hassle of soloists and a chorus. 

No. 2 was performed in Dresden, Germany on February 17, 1843 and Nos. 1-4 was performed in 
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Berlin on April 23, 1843. One vocal number evolved into a solo piece; Strophes was printed 

separately beginning in 1839 and appeared on a recital in Brussels in September of 1842, possibly 

performed by Marie Recio. 

 There were four publications of the dramatic symphony during Berlioz’s lifetime. First, a 

vocal score published in 1839 and, after revisions by Berlioz, a full score published in 1847. It is likely 

that Berlioz revised the piece in response to criticism, though he claimed the revisions were based 

on his own ideas. Berlioz cut the “Requiem aeternam” at the end of the Convoi funèbre, he 

shortened the Scène d’amour, the Friar’s speech, and the finale, and he added a coda to the La reine 

Mab Scherzo. Berlioz also recomposed the first Prologue and cut a second Prologue. The full score 

received a second edition in 1857, and a second publication of the vocal score followed in 1858.204 

 
Drawing of Berlioz conducting by Gustave Doré, published in “Journal pour rire,” 27 June 1850. 

 
 Time and the musical innovations which followed Roméo et Juliette prove the remarkable 

importance of this piece. Roméo et Juliette is the father of the dramatic symphony as later explored 

by Gustav Holst, Gustav Mahler and César Franck as well as the grandfather of the symphonic 
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poems of Franz Liszt and Richard Strauss. Roméo et Juliette also played a critical role in Wagner’s 

development of Romantic opera in important ways, as Barzun has noted: 

 The abandonment of repetition except when dramatically motivated, the treatment of 
 melody  as a sinuous line which need not turn a corner every four bars, and the art of subtle 
 psychological variation in themes once established—all this new armory of musical devices 
 was in Roméo et Juliette and it constituted a new art for him who had ears to hear….The old 
 distinction fell away as to what was an operatic instrument and what a non-operatic 
 instrument, what was sacred and what was profane.”205 
 
 Berlioz’s Roméo et Juliette would be the composer’s greatest accomplishment, continuing to 

be performed after his death and into the modern day. In addition to contributing to the shape-

shifting and blending of genres that was characteristic of the mid-nineteenth century, Roméo et 

Juliette planted the seeds for several technical musical developments throughout the nineteenth 

and into the twentieth centuries— including Liszt’s thematic transformation, Schoenberg and Berg’s 

emancipation of the dissonance resulting in atonality, Wagner’s use of leitmotivs and his blurring of 

the functions of instruments and voices, and Charles Ives’s cumulation technique. The dramatic 

symphony would influence his contemporary composers as well as composers through the twenty-

first century by breaking the bonds of genre, form, and even tonality.  

 
Harriet Smithson. Artist Unknown. 
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 Indeed, Berlioz was eager to lose himself in Romeo. Only through the delusion of Berlioz as 

Romeo and Smithson as Juliet could the purity of their love that so quickly morphed into death be 

justified and, finally, accepted by the composer.  

A hero like Berlioz’s Romeo has no color or shape of his own and only the ghost of a private 
voice; he is simply a sort of Aeolian harp or gramophone stylus, vibrating to various 
transcendental intensities of love and despair and irony….We tend to think of music as an 
expression of a human subject’s states of mind; but if expression grows too big, too 
vehement, the human subject is drowned in the floods, and becomes a dim hypothesis, a 
tentative construct inferred from the simple principle that expression presupposes an 
expresser.206 
 

It is through the heartbreak of this “star cross’d” love, which shattered the youthful dreams and 

expectations of Berlioz, that he conceived of the genre-bending dramatic symphony Roméo et 

Juliette. It is through the musical story-telling of his failed relationship with Smithson in the guise of 

the young lovers from Verona that Berlioz gave himself the absolution he needed to move forward 

in his life, leaving Smithson nearly alone and slowly dying while he continued on his path to 

becoming one of the greatest composers of the Romantic Era.  

 Harriet Smithson may have been an actress of hard-won and fleeting success, but her role as 

Berlioz’s muse changed the course of music indefinitely. Music would no longer be bond to the 

prescribed formulas of melodic and harmonic function, genre, and form imposed during the 

Classical Era. Instead, music would be free from artificial limitations in favor of boundless 

expression. Roméo et Juliette would prove to be a pivotal composition inspiring the shift into 

Romanticism in the nineteenth century, and granting composers the poetic license to evolve beyond 

regulations into transcendent elucidation. Therefore, as the inspiration of Harriet Smithson 

continues to resound in the present day, so do her words, “Tell me, am I a note stamped to the 

page, or only the ringing of it dwindling off?”207
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