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Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique seems to bring out the best in performers and there are a 
large number of recommendable versions ranging from Pierre Monteux in 1930 to John 
Elliott Gardiner in 1990, of which this 1957 Mitropoulos version, from the early days of 
stereo, is an interesting example.  

The Symphony starts with a long Largo introduction, whose idée fixe acts as a leitmotif, 
here Mitropoulos moves forward without ever rushing and the use of antiphonal violins 
adds to the sense of dialogue between the instruments. In the main Allegro agitato e 
appassionato assai, Mitropoulos sees structure (it is in sonata-form) as opposed to episode, 
which means the fugato elements are given due weight and power and in the 
recapitulation the race to the quiet codetta is immensely exciting. Nor does he hang 
around in Un bal - which is effectively a scherzo – although he doesn’t quite swing and 
shape the rhythms in the way Martinon and Barbirolli (live with the Halle in 1967) do. The 
woodwind solos at the start of Scène aux champs are lacking in atmosphere, but the 
wonderful passage where the cor anglais intones the movements opening theme 
accompanied by four timpani depicting distant thunder, is beautifully realised.   

Mitropoulos’s very straight approach to the Marche au supplice lacks the concentrated 
power of Martinon, or hell-for-leather excitement of Munch (Boston Symphony Orchestra) 
but again this fits in with his desire to emphasis form. Very much the same happens in the 
Songe d'une nuit du sabbat where the bells toll beautifully and there are no unwritten 



huge tempo changes, but a touch more devilry and flamboyance wouldn’t have gone 
amiss.  

Sound  

Balance: 4 
Inner balance: 3 
Detail and clarity: 3 
Dynamic range: 2 

Unfortunately for record producers, Berlioz wasn’t clairvoyant, so he didn’t know that the 
Symphony’s long-short-long-short-long pattern of movements (which in Mitropoulos’s case 
translates into timings of; 13.45, 6.30, 14,53, 5.08 and 10.30) meant that to avoid a 
disfiguring third movement side-break (as found on the Martinon mentioned above) they 
would need to put the third movement on the second side, otherwise side 1 would have 
lasted 35 minutes, which could be accommodated, but the sound would have to be heavily 
compressed (the greater the dynamic range, the greater the groove width). Even then, the 
second side still lasts 30 minutes, so the levels would have needed trimming, which is 
unfortunate, as Berlioz makes brilliant use of the percussion section in the last two 
movements and creates some huge climaxes. But what matters is what you hear and here 
the results aren’t too bad.  

The overall balance is quite forward, but the image has depth and width. Unfortunately 
the brass are speaker-bound and while the second violin section usually has two fewer 
players than the first, here they sound bigger. In terms of weight of sound the string band 
as a whole lacks richness, but clarity and definition are reasonable, so you can 
differentiate between the double-basses and celli. However, while the woodwind aren’t 
overly prominent in solos, like the strings, their tone is under-nourished. With regard to 
the dynamic range, it is very small and throughout the work you get an impression of 
volume rather than the real thing. Nevertheless, when compared to a 2eye US pressing, 
the new version has greater presence and power and is the one to go for.            

    


