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Transcription of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique Movement V: Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath

Instrumentation: Berlioz was known as a master of orchestration, which is the art of deciding which instruments should play which parts and when to achieve the most powerful and dramatic effects. To maximize his sound options, he wrote this piece for a comparatively large orchestra for the time. This includes a full woodwind section including flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons, a piccolo, and an English horn. The string section (which has 60 members) features two sections of violins, violas, cellos, and double basses. There is also an extensive percussion section, with two timpani, a bass drum, cymbals, and bells. The brass section was especially large for the time and includes four French horns, cornets, trumpets, trombones, and two tubas. 
Mode: This programmatic symphony is mostly in a minor mode, and is designed to have an eerie, spooky sound. However, Berlioz often slips into the major mode for special effects and to symbolize triumph. 

Section 1: Scenes of a witches’ Sabbath
Berlioz’s soul is brought to a dark and ominous place where a black Sabbath ritual is about to take place. This section features a number of dramatic contrasts in pitch, featuring very high notes accompanied by very low notes.
0:00 The violins begin the movement by playing a high-pitched note that is repeated as fast as the musicians can play it. This technique is called tremolo, and is often used as an atmospheric effect to create tension. The string tremolo provides the backdrop for a low, five-note rising scale pattern from the deeper members of the string family which is repeated three times. As you will see, three is an important number in this movement. The dynamic level is piano, or soft. 
0:11 A suddenly loud (forte) burst of sound comes from the woodwinds while the high strings make ascending noises in the background that sound like gossipy whispers.
0:16 The strings now play a descending scale that sounds like chortling laughter, repeating each note twice in succession. 
0:20 String instruments like the violin are usually played with a bow, but in this section Berlioz asks them to do something different. The violinists pluck the strings with their fingers instead of bowing them, which is called pizzicato. They pluck the notes of a major chord, but the music sounds mocking rather than cheerful. Meanwhile, the lower stringed instruments use their bows to play a dark, swirling pattern beneath the pizzicato.
0:25 The low string and brass instruments follow a descending pattern of notes that ends in an ominous chord, which is held out. Above, the high woodwinds (including the flute) play one long note followed by ten short notes and then another long note, all on the same pitch. The last note falls off at the end, sliding downward. 
0:40 A lower version of the high woodwinds’ repeated note is echoed more softly and lower by a solo French horn. Before the horn can finish playing all ten notes, it is cut off by an urgent rising melody that dissolves into a high violin tremolo.
0:52 This tremolo becomes the backdrop of a repeat of the beginning. The five-note rising melody is again heard three times in succession, followed by the “whoops” and descending scale as before. 
1:09 This time, instead of returning to the pizzicato melody, Berlioz puts the low whirling melody in the spotlight for a few seconds before it is interrupted by a sudden three-note ascending figure that lands on the same ominous chord we heard before, at the 28-second mark. The music continues as it did earlier, with the flute playing the repeated note echoed by the solo French horn. 

Section 2: The arrival of the Beloved
The “Beloved” melody is present in each of the five movements of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique. In this section, the Beloved arrives. She is no longer an object of beauty, but is revealed to be a witch, condemning Berlioz to hell. 
1:33 Here, the repetition ends. A new melody emerges, played by the clarinet. This melody is a parody of the idée fixe, the tune that was used to represent Berlioz’s “Beloved” in the other four movements of the symphony. Here, it has transformed. No longer noble and regal, it now sounds mocking and crass. Beneath the idée fixe melody, the timpani plays an ominous rumble that crescendos (becomes increasingly louder) and more intense until it is overtaken by a loud note played by many orchestra members. This note quickly dissolves into a chaotic scramble of instruments. 
1:50 Abruptly, the chaos stops, and a brief moment of silence is heard. 
1:52 The mocking idée fixe melody returns in the woodwinds, sounding clownish and gaudy, even a bit comical. 
2:00 The idée fixe parody is accompanied by what sound like chortles of laughter from lower instruments. 
2:17 The strings join in to accompany the woodwinds for the last few notes of the melody. 
2:22 As the idée fixe parody ends, the strings go into a bit of a tailspin, playing a circular figure nine times in a row and sounding somewhat like a broken record before finally stopping on a dramatic chord. 
2:31 In a dramatic gesture, the melody, played by most of the orchestra, marches downward as if descending a staircase, then seems to change its mind and marches right back up. 
2:37 As if rallying the troops, the strings call out three times to the rest of the orchestra before leading them all down the virtual staircase together in unison, picking up more instruments as they go. 
2:44 The violins attempt to play a merry-sounding melody that Berlioz calls a “Sabbath round-dance,” but are suddenly hushed by the more somber-sounding low-pitched instruments that drag the melody back down again.

Section 3: The Dies Irae and church bells toll the chimes of death, accompanied by the Sabbath round-dance
This section contrasts the sacred with the profane. The Dies Irae and the church bells symbolize Christianity, while the witches’ round-dance is part of an anti-Christian black Sabbath ritual.
3:06 Church bells ring the chimes of death—three rings, two higher and one lower. 
3:12 An excited murmur arises from the orchestra.
3:15 The bells ring three times again, followed by another flurry of muted excitement. 
3:27 The bells chime for the third time.
3:34 The tubas bark out the somber and slow tune of the Dies Irae (“Day of Wrath”). This Gregorian chant was used for funeral masses and would have been instantly recognized by most people in Berlioz’s audience as a symbol of death. The bells continue to toll in the background. 
3:56 Higher brass instruments play an alternate version of the Dies Irae, this one twice as fast as the original version, but still solemn.
4:07 Pizzicato strings accompanied by the woodwinds mockingly play an up-tempo parody of the chant, twice as fast and twice as high as the previous version.
4:13 The tubas play the second half of the chant, again accompanied by the bells. 
4:27 The higher brass instruments echo the second melody in a similar fashion. 
4:34 A pizzicato parody of the second melody from the strings and woodwinds. 
4:38 Back to the original melody of the Dies Irae played by the tubas. This time, the string basses join in by echoing the tubas after each note.
5:00 The higher brass instrument version.
5:10 The parody. Notice how this was also done in groups of threes: first melody, second melody, first melody, each one played three times as original, alternate, and parody. 
5:16 The strings one again attempt to start the Sabbath round-dance that was hushed around 2:47. This time, they are cut off by three repeated notes from the brass. Not to be deterred, they try again, but this time in a different musical key. Again, they are cut off with three repeated notes. The determined strings start again for a third time, this time getting louder as they insistently repeat a section of the melody.
5:35 Once the strings have made it clear that they cannot be stopped, they start their Sabbath round-dance melody anew, this time starting with the basses and cellos.
5:43 The violas start to play the Sabbath round-dance while the lower strings continue, creating an overlapping effect with the melody.
5:50 The violins start the melody, creating another overlapping layer with the violas.
5:57 The whole orchestra seems to chime in to play the overlapping Sabbath round-dance now!
6:03 The violins laugh and dance with delight, reveling in their triumph. 
6:13 Suddenly, a warning call is heard: long-short, long-short.
6:14 The call is echoed, more softly this time.
6:15 The warning is repeated, more loudly and slightly higher.
6:16 A similar echo.
6:17 The third warning. 
 6:18 The melody rushes upward, playing a scale-like version of the warning that is stopped by three loud notes.
6:24 The Sabbath round-dance is heard again, but in minor instead of major, giving it a darker sound. This only lasts for about two seconds before an overlapping major version takes over and drowns out the minor. 
6:26 An abridged repeat of the overlapping Sabbath round-dance section that was heard at 5:43. 
6:38 A declamatory fanfare-like figure is announced by the brass.
6:40 The strings and woodwinds react to this fanfare by slinking away, sliding downward with an almost apologetic-sounding motif. This happens four times. It creates a pitch contrast between the low notes of the fanfare and the higher woodwind/string sounds. 
7:05 A tense hush falls over the orchestra, with low flutters from the strings and woodwinds creating tension. 
7:08 Out of this tension, the low brass and strings attempt to play the Sabbath round-dance, but they are unable to gain momentum and die away.
7:22 As the strings use tremolo to maintain tension, the Dies Irae is heard in the low brass and basses. 
7:31 The strings briefly interrupt, again trying to start a distorted version of the Sabbath round-dance, but are cut off by the brass and basses. They attempt to finish the first section of the Dies Irae, but are unable to play the last few notes. 

Section 4: The black Sabbath ritual
This section creates drama and musical tension as the Sabbath round-dance repeatedly overpowers the Dies Irae. More ghoulish figures, including skeletons, arrive and join in the frenzied dance. 
7:42 The cellos begin a distorted minor-mode version of the Sabbath round-dance that draws in the rest of the string section as it builds higher and higher in pitch and louder in a crescendo of sound, pulling in other members of the orchestra along with it.
8:11 Just when it seems like the melody can go no higher, the instruments start repeating a single note at a loud dynamic level, which creates a lot of tension for the listener who can’t tell where the music will go from here. 
8:19 The strings start the Sabbath round-dance again in full force. 
8:29 The brass instruments join in, playing the full version of the Dies Irae, which overlaps with the strings’ Sabbath round-dance. This is an example of polyphony, a type of musical texture that occurs when there are two or more melodies heard simultaneously, both competing for the listener’s attention. The pitch contrast of each melody (low for the Dies Irae and high for the round-dance) makes it easier to hear each one. 
8:50 The strings play a series of short, rising exclamations of anticipation, followed by shrieks of ghoulish joy!
8:59 An eerie sound effect is created by members of the string family, who have turned the bows of their instruments upside down and are beating the strings with the wooden side of the bow. This technique is called col legno (with the wood) and is used here to represent skeletons dancing, their bones clanking together as they move.
9:02 The brass and woodwinds play a rising melody over the clattering bones. 
9:14 The bones stop rattling. A series of short, staccato notes move gradually downwards.
9:20 A powerful blast of sound from the strings and brass is answered with a fluttery response from the woodwinds. This call-and-response is repeated three times. 
Section 5: Final condemnation
In this dramatic closing section, all the major melodies from the movement return in fragmented form as the black Sabbath draws to a close and Berlioz’s soul is condemned to hell, while the Beloved cackles in delight. 
9:28 The dynamic level drops to a low piano (soft sound) before a quick increase in volume known as a crescendo. 
9:32 The entire orchestra plays a melody that stumbles and lurches forward, staggering upward.
9:38 The Dies Irae returns in the low brass, while the strings play a contrasting melody above them.
9:44 The higher brass instruments join in with the alternate version of the Dies Irae heard before. For a few seconds, the texture is once again polyphonic. 
9:47 All the instruments come together to play a triumphant, circular melody suggestive of wild and frenzied dancing. 
9:58 A rapid repeated note halts the triumphant melody.
[bookmark: _GoBack]10:03 The low brass instruments play a series of seven descending scalar notes that sounds like a devilish condemnation, while the woodwinds (symbolic of the Beloved and her cohort) squeal and cheer in excitement, accompanied by a fast string melody in this polyphonic section. This repeats four times before the piece ends on a series of forte (loud) repeated notes played by the entire orchestra and a final resounding clash of the cymbals. 
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