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BERLIOZ

There’s just no-one like him, as tonight’s programme shows. That 
combination of orchestral and dramatic vividness and unpredictability, 
so that you feel you’re always on the edge of a potential precipice, 
either of some outrageous sonic or dramatic explosion – or just the 
opposite, a weird harmonic stasis, a vision of some placid beyond … 
It’s all there in everything that Berlioz wrote and especially these 
exquisitely chosen pieces by one of his most passionate and most 
illuminating champions, Sir John Eliot Gardiner.

Berlioz isn’t merely a composer: he stands for a way of being in the 
musical world, somewhere without boundaries or conventions, in 
search of a directness of drama and new worlds of sound, the shape 
of a new kind of feeling in orchestral music. In that sense, there are 
later composers who are like him, even if they don’t sound similar! A 
collection of these far-out musical thinkers now follows, composers 
who follow in Berlioz’s footsteps precisely because they are doing 
things that even he couldn’t have conceived.

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky met Berlioz when he came to Russia in 
1867, an encounter that shaped Tchaikovsky’s life. Berlioz represented 
precisely the kind of ur-romantic force of nature that Tchaikovsky 
aspired to be, even if he didn’t warm to Berlioz’s music on its own 
terms (although he admired The Damnation of Faust). Tchaikovsky 
out-Byrons Berlioz in his Manfred symphony, which takes the Byronic 
world of Harold in Italy and ups the wildness and the imagination to 
11, as Spinal Tap would say. And, in providing a template for a 
composer who eschewed convention, whose orchestration was an 
object lesson (Tchaikovsky spoke about Berlioz’s ‘incomparable 
instrumentation’), Berlioz was a model for Tchaikovsky to follow for 
the rest of his life. 

Gustav Mahler was another composer, like so many, to have been 
directly influenced by Berlioz’s still-essential Treatise on Instrumentation, 
but it’s surely in the bigger idea of Berlioz’s sonic imagination where 
Gustav is one of Hector’s musical heirs. Expanding the forces of the 
orchestra was a perennial dream of Berlioz’s. Although he once 
conducted an ensemble of 1,200 choristers and players (according to 
his Memoirs), he never realised the precise dimensions of his orchestra 
of 467 musicians, which is outlined in the Treatise. So he would have 
been approving – and probably jealous! – of the hundreds of musicians 

Mahler marshalled for his Eighth Symphony. He would have admired 
Mahler’s continual search for new soundworlds of intimacy and 
strangeness, as well as volume and violence, in music such as the 
opening of his First Symphony and the finale of his Sixth. 

Among contemporary French composers, none are more directly 
influenced by Berlioz than Henri Dutilleux, whose precision and 
refinement take Berlioz’s project in another direction, towards the 
inner life of sounds, their exact combination and expressive meaning: 
a piece such as Dutilleux’s Timbres, espace, mouvement, based on Van 
Gogh’s Starry Night, proves the point, with its orchestra shorn of 
violins and violas in order to focus on orchestral extremes of high and 
low. 

For 21st-century musicians, Berlioz is still there as model and catalyst: 
Thomas Adès has learnt from Berlioz’s harmony as much as his 
enrichment of the sound resources of the orchestra. (Mind you, Adès’s 
precise demands of instrumentation in his orchestral pieces mirror 
Berlioz’s ear for orchestral exactitude and expansion, from the 
quarter-tone-flat upright piano of Asyla to the anvils of Tevot and the 
beef-bones of Totentanz.) Adès has spoken of Berlioz’s ‘irrationally 
functional harmony’ as an essential inspiration for his own harmonic 
language. One hundred and fifty years after his death, Berlioz’s 
influence just goes on and on!

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired 
by the music of tonight’s Prom
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