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Hector Berlioz, 1803-1869 

Overture to Les Troyens  

Les Troyens is an enormous opera divided into two parts, with Part One (The Fall of Troy) 

comprising Acts I and II, and the remaining three acts in Part Two (The Trojans at Carthage). 

Depending on how much time is needed between the acts to replace sets and the like, a 

performance can easily take upwards of six hours! Little wonder that the work has resisted 

performance! Part Two was all that the composer ever heard staged—it was presented 21 

performances in late 1863 and then dropped by Théâtre-Lyrique, Paris. The first complete 

performance was given—in German!—in Karlsruhe in 1890, which was thus the premiere also 

of Part One. 

* * * 

The opera is based on Vergil’s Aeneid, an epic poem of nearly 10,000 lines, written between 29 

and 19 B.C. in which a mythology of the founding of Rome is recorded. By order of the 

Emperor Augustus, the work was published essentially as Vergil left it on his death in 19 B.C., 

so it is possible that the poet might have made a number of revisions, and this may explain 

why he asked that the manuscript be destroyed. Augustus, however, must have realized the 

value of a literary work that reinforced the sense of destiny for his imperial dynasty. 

* * * 

One can look at Les Troyens as a kind of French counterpart to Wagner’s Ring Cycle. Both are 

operatic works composed on a grand scale, though Wagner’s is more than twice the size. Both 

also deal with themes of gods and mortals, both present types of national creation myths, 

both call for a sweeping theatricality, and both present a love between characters that is at 

once redeeming and destructive. 

 

 

 



Camille Saint-Saëns, 1835-1921 

Violin Concerto No. 3 in B minor, Op. 61 

An incredibly gifted prodigy often compared to Mozart, Saint-Saëns composed his first piano 

work shortly after his third birthday and at age ten made his formal debut as a pianist at which 

concert, he offered to play any Beethoven sonata from memory as an encore. Like Mozart, he 

was also prolific in the sheer number of compositions he wrote and in the breadth of genres 

they represented—so facile was his compositional skill that Berlioz said, “He knows everything 

but lacks inexperience.” 

* * * 

Saint-Saëns was intensely interested in many things besides music particularly the natural 

sciences, and he wrote on astronomy, archaeology, and philosophy. He also was a poet and 

playwright, and his wide travels included a trip to the United States in 1915 as a representative 

of the French government to the Panama Exposition in San Francisco. Saint-Saëns was an early 

champion of the music of Schumann and Wagner in France and participated in the widespread 

movements to resurrect the music of Bach, Mozart, Handel, Rameau, and Gluck. 

* * * 

One bit of trivia about him is that Saint-Saëns was the first established composer to write film 

music (1908). 

* * * 

Being a facile melodist is an important trait in a composer of concertos since that genre eats 

up melodies very quickly. Saint-Saëns demonstrated his gift in a number of works: five piano 

concertos, three for violin, and two for cello. In addition, he wrote “concerto-like” works for 

solo instrument and orchestra: a suite for cello, the Introduction et Rondo capriccioso for 

violin, various Morceaux de concert, etc. He even prepared a set of cadenzas for use with 

Beethoven’s violin concerto! 

Curiously, the other genre that demands a wealth of melody is opera, and he contributed 

many such works. But unlike the concertos, his operas were generally possessed of a short 

life—only Samson et Dalila is commonly performed. 

* * * 

The third violin concerto, from 1880, is his best known of his three violin concertos. It was 

composed for the great Spanish violinist, Pablo de Sarasate, who gave the premiere in Paris. It 

is in the usual three movements and is scored for strings plus pairs of woodwinds and brass 

(except that there three trombones) plus timpani. The work does not present itself as a vehicle 

for technical display so much as one for melodic interpretation. The first American 



performance was given by Timothée d’Adamowski and the Boston Symphony under Nikisch in 

1890—the orchestra and soloist immediately took the piece on the road because it was heard 

in New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore over the next few months. 

* * * 

Saint-Saëns had luck with his third work in various genres.  Samson et Dalila is his third opera. 

The present concern is with his third violin concerto. His best-known symphony is his third. 

Makes one wonder. 

 

Hector Berlioz, 1803-1869 

Symphonie fantastique, Op. 14 

There was no halfway measure with Hector Berlioz. If he loved someone, then no greater love 

had ever been felt by another person—a love that was all consuming, that saw connections in 

and to every aspect of human existence. And he loved English actress Harriet Smithson at first 

sight when she came to Paris in 1827 to perform Shakespeare in English. It was logical that the 

composer Berlioz would pour out his love in music, and the Symphonie fantastique was the 

result. 

* * * 

Initially, Berlioz provided an explanation of the meaning of each movement, and this material 

has appeared in a number of versions, of which the following is one. 

A young musician of morbid sensibility and ardent imagination is in love and has 

poisoned himself with opium in a fit of desperation. Not having taken a fatal dose, he 

falls into a long sleep in which he has the strangest dreams, wherein his feelings, 

sentiments, and memories are transformed by his sick brain into musical ideas and 

figures. The beloved woman herself has become a melody which he finds and hears 

everywhere as an idée fixe. 

First, he remembers the uneasiness of mind, the aimless passions, the baseless 

depression and elations that he felt before seeing her whom he loves. Then the volcanic 

love which she instantly inspired in him, his delirious agonies, his jealous furies, his fits 

of tenderness, his religious consolations. 

At a ball, in the midst of a noisy, brilliant fête, he finds his beloved again. 

A summer evening in the country, he hears two herders piping in dialogue. This pastoral 

duo, the location, the light rustling of trees stirred by the wind gives him a feeling of 

unaccustomed calm. But she appears again; his heart breaks. 

 



He dreams that he has killed his loved one, that he is condemned to death and led to 

execution. A march accompanies the procession. Finally, the idée fixe appears for a 

moment to be cut off by the fall of the axe. 

He sees himself at a Witches’ Sabbath. Unearthly sounds, groans, shrieks of laughter. 

The melody of his beloved is heard, but it has lost its character of nobleness and 

timidity. It is she who comes to the Sabbath! She joins the diabolical orgy. The funeral 

knell; burlesque of the Dies Irae. 

* * * 

Dies Irae was sung at funeral masses and for the Feast of All Saints—that is, several times each 

year. The Roman Catholic audience of his time thus would have known this music rather well, 

and its association with death and judgment would have heightened their experience of a 

musical Witches’ Sabbath. 

* * * 

Berlioz’ music had a mixed reception during his lifetime and for some time thereafter though 

the excellence of his work and his great influence on other composers are acknowledged 

today. More than once, he was described during his lifetime as a musical lunatic. When his 

Symphonie fantastique was heard complete in New York for the first time (1879), Dwight’s 

Journal of Music commented: “It may be called a study in instrumentation and as such it is a 

work of unusual interest. Add to the knowledge and talent of Berlioz, melodic invention which 

he lacked, and the result is a great composer (which we now have in Joachim Raff).” 

After a presentation of the work in Boston the next year, the local critics were not in 

agreement. “Let us say for ourselves, that we found the symphony absorbing and even 

exciting, without a dull moment. Would that we could say as much for all great orchestral 

works of the masters.... There were not so many strings and bassoons as the composer 

prescribed, and the pianoforte had to supply the place of both harps and tolling bells.” (Boston 

Daily Advertiser) “As a piece of orchestration it is a masterpiece. But the work as a whole is 

lurid, unhealthy in tone, sensational and melodramatic. At the same time it is abundant in 

poetic thought...that the work will ever be received among the great masterpieces we do not 

believe, despite its power.” (Boston Gazette) “It is a nightmare in five movements.” (Boston 

Journal) 

* * * 

DSO Music Director Barbara Schubert recommends the following video for an introduction to 

this piece, from the Keeping Score series:  https://michaeltilsonthomas.com/keeping-

score/berlioz-symphonie-fantastique/  
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