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An unexpected little treasure among the NMI archives is a collection of objects which have belonged to the famous ballet
dancer Marie Taglioni (1804-1884). Taglioni is one of the most important figures in dance history. As Sylphide she has
created the archetype of the romantic ballerina: ethereal, apparently weightless, in contact with the earth only through the
tips of her toes.

The objects in this collection have inspired musicologist Lodewijk Muns to a search for their connections and meaning within
Taglioni's career. Lodewijk Muns is on the NMI staff as an archivist and researcher.
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1. Opening a box

In an ordinary, ochre-coloured archive box, one of the thousands in the depot of the Netherlands Music Institute, has been
slumbering a collection which until now has remained virtually unnoticed. Its label said only Memorabilia Maria Taglioni. To
most music lovers this name may not mean very much - maybe ‘famous ballerina of the 19th Century’; in ballet circles
however Marie Taglioni counts as one of the greatest, if not (for one historian at least) "the most important dancer who ever
lived".[1]

The contents of this box was an intriguing collection of disparate objects.[2] The most notable came out as a shapeless
bundle wrapped in tissue paper. This turned out to be a rather well preserved pair of satin dance shoes; the date 1829 was
inscribed on the inner soles. With such an object it is difficult to separate the documentary value from the sentimental; as a
dancer’s tool it bears witness to artistic practice, and by its almost intimate, physical human quality it may create the feeling
of a close connection to the past. For the balletomaniac the ballerina’s footwork, and especially her toe tip virtuosity, has
always had an enormous fascination, which may easily take the form of a somewhat fetishist interest in her foot-gear.
Typical is the opening chapter of the most comprehensive (and rather loquacious) Taglioni biography, written by the French
dance historian Léandre Vaillat (1942):

I also remember a little shop [...]. A canvas awning sheltered the display in all seasons. A bit of wire was tied to the iron
bar, at the end of which was fixed a slender dancing shoe. A placard said: "Dancing shoe formerly owned by the celebrated
dancer Mile Taglioni". [...] When I started writing this book I kept this vision before my eyes, of a slender dancing shoe,
dangling in the wind, on the Rue de Sévres [...].[3]

The most famous piece of Taglioni lore (still retold on numerous websites as a historical fact) is what we might call the ‘Saint
Petersburg Supper’. A couple of admirers bought her dance shoes after the performance (for 200 roubles), cooked them and
ate them (‘with a sauce’, some say). The Taglioni cult seems to have been especially strong in Russia, were she has
performed during five consecutive seasons. According to Vaillat, Anna Pavlova had a great veneration for her predecessor,
and "kept as relics the most insignificant objects which had belonged to her, assembling them in a showcase which looked
like a little chapel."[4]

That the relics in the NMI have not been enshrined with similar religious devotion may be explained by the discomfort which
music historians generally feel about the romantic ballet. This discomfort is caused above all by the quality of 19th Century
ballet music before Tchaikovsky. Though one historian speaks of Taglioni as "the ideal embodiment of the romantic image,"
"who reflected in her dancing the spirit that infused the literature of Scott and Hugo and the music of Berlioz and Chopin",
[5] there are no strong connections which link her to the ‘great romantics’ in music, such as Berlioz, Liszt and Chopin, or
Weber, Mendelssohn and Schumann. Her name figures only marginally in the biographies and correspondences of these
composers. Schumann though has left a few interesting remarks. He saw her during a performance in Vienna in April 1839.
In his accounts book he recorded the price of the ticket (2 Thaler), between the expenses for barber and postage.[6] More
we learn from his review of the event and from his correspondence. The first contains an impressive homage to Taglioni.
Remaining silent about the details of her dancing style and technique, he pushes right through to the subjective core of his
perception:

For those who wanted to see music, there was Taglioni; compared to her all dancers look like wire puppets; she simply
floats; it is an artistic impression like we experience after listening to a Mozart symphony, or while looking at a Canova
group.[7]

This was Schumann’s second Taglioni experience. Of the first we know through a more intimate report in a letter to Clara
Wieck. Here too he hints at the core of the artistic experience:

I also saw Taglioni. To say that the effect she had on me was enchanting would not be quite right; it was one of bliss; she
soothes rather than excites; at the same time quite peculiar and totally natural, new and yet familiar. Well, that’s the
secret! [8]

Yet the music to which she danced realized little of the romantic ideal; most of it hardly improved on the hackwork
customary in the early 1800’s, when the music was often hastily written to match pre-arranged steps (the improvising ballet
repetiteur still does a similar job). Borrowings from the familiar opera repertoire were approved; such quotations functioned
like labels which made it easier to understand a scene or situation.[9] With the rise of the romantic ballet, in which Marie
Taglioni played an essential part, the composer’s status and authority in the ballet production increased. Still, few nowadays
can stand the relentless banality of the scores of Auber, Adam, Hérold, Halevy and their lesser likes, who dominated French
opera and ballet in the 1820’s-40’s, the years of Taglioni’s dancing career. Berlioz - who has spoken with admiration of
Taglioni — quotes Auber’s advice on how to write a prize-winning cantata:

"You avoid the commonplace; but you should never be afraid of writing platitudes; so the best advice I can give you is to try
to do just that, and when you’ve written something which seems to you horribly banal, that will be exactly what is needed.
And don't forget that if you follow your own ideas, the public won't understand you and the music dealers won't buy your
works." [10]

Taglioni’s art is lost to us. None of the choreographies created for her has survived. Few documents provide detailed
analytical insight in her dancing technique and style. It is certain that good looks were hardly a factor in her success. This is
how she described herself:

I was not handsome; the upper half of my body left something to be wished for, I was slender without being thin; my legs
were very well shaped, a bit elongated, but well proportioned; my foot, remarkably small and graceful. I could walk on
stage like nobody else. Finally, though it may seem ridiculous what I am going to tell you, I had spiritual feet and hands.
I've always avoided grimacing and simpering. When I was dancing, I smiled, I didn’t laugh; I was happy. [11]

2. The making of a dancer »

Text: Lodewijk Muns

Dance shoes used by Marie Taglioni,
1829 (Taglioni Coll., NMI, >}
The Hague)

>

Garters (?) worn by Marie Taglioni
(Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague) &

Marie Taglioni. Lithograph by
Joseph Kriehuber (1839).
Apart from a painting by
Ary Scheffer this portrait probably
is the best likeness of Marie
Taglioni before photography.

[1] Binney 1984, p. 105.

[2] See the inventory for a detailed description of the collection.

[3] Vaillat 1942, p. 12, 13. This biography lacks a register, is loaded with futile details, and is unclear in its reference to sources. A new critical biography of Filippo and Marie
Taglioni would therefore be desirable.

[4] Vaillat 1942, p. 13.

[5] Noél Goodwin, in Rebecca Harris-Warrick et al.: Ballet. Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 6 Oct. 2010.Taglioni’s own favorite compers were Rossini, Auber and

Mendelssohn; her favorite writer Walter Scott. (Levinson, plate VIII)
[6] The performance was La Fille du Danube; Schumann 1982 (2-4-1839) and note.
[7] NzfM X 1839 Nr. 38 p. 152 (Vienna, 5 April).
[8] Litzmann 1920, p. 250 (letter dated 25/27-10-1838).

[9] Guest p. 116, quoting Castil-Blaze; Noél Goodwin quoting V.A. Duvernoy (see n. 5).
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[10] Berlioz 2001, p. 270 (letter to Humbert Ferrand, 21-8-1829). See also Ch. 2.

[11] Vaillat 1942, p. 77. Vaillat has made use of unpublished manuscript sources, about the location of which he remains silent (p. 13). These seem to be contained in the Fonds
Taglioni in the Bibliothéque et Musée de L'Opéra, Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris; a list of the contents is provided online by the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.
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2. The making of a dancer

Though lacking in good looks, Marie Taglioni was not short of mental endurance and physical stamina; and she was under
the command of a father determined to drive his daughter to her limits. The Taglionis were a dance dynasty; himself son of
a dancer-choreographer, father Filippo (1777-1871) was born in Milan, and had made a career in Italy before he perfected
his art in Paris. In 1803 he became principal dancer and ballet master at the Royal Opera in Stockholm. There he married
the dancer Sophie Karsten, daughter of a well-known opera singer, the tenor Christofer Christian Karsten. Apparently a
restless and ambitious man, Filippo accepted in the following year a post at the Karntnertor Theatre in Vienna. Marie and
her younger brother Paul were during these years raised by her mother in Paris and trained by her father's teacher, Jean-
Frangois Coulon. Sophie's glowing progress reports made her father decide to schedule a Viennese debut in 1822. But when
the daughter auditioned for the father it became clear that she didn't meet his standards. Filippo therefore imposed an
intense training schedule that should get her ready in five months.

About her training we have an authentic report from Marie (if we can trust Vaillat). She worked six hours per day, divided in
three two-hour blocks. The first block consisted of muscular exercises, "thousands for each foot". The second block was
dedicated to Adagio-exercises, poses on the toes of one foot ("sur la demi-pointe d'un pied"). The last two hours were spent
on jumps - a crude word for the conquest of the third dimension that was to become Taglioni's speciality.

I then lowered myself gently and as far as possible, in such a way that I could touch the floor with my hands without
curbing my back, simply by bending the knees while keeping strictly upright; then gently rising, without jerks and without
effort, till the tip of the feet. It takes thousands of exercises to attain a certain degree of perfection. Then one starts
Jjumping. The jump must proceed only from the heel, without movement of the body. Evidently one doesn't get very high
initially. The knees should hardly bend. In this way one may get higher than half a metre above the ground. [...] In all my
movements, I remained straight, without rigidity, and one couldn't hear me coming down, because it was always the tip of
my foot which got there first, and my heel descended gently to the floor. I loved those pas which included jumps in which I
hardly felt the ground. Really, I vibrated in the air.[1]

For the presentation of his daughter Filippo had designed a spectacle that left no doubt about his intentions; it could be
characterised as a choreographed audition. Known in the literature as La Réception d'une jeune nymphe a la cour de
Terpsichore, it was in fact billed with the generic title Ein neues anacreontisches Divertissement (the term 'anacreontic’
meaning no more than that it was a dramatic trifle set among characters of Greek mythology). The action, as described on
the poster, displays a touch of cruelty: the nymph Delia (Marie), encouraged by her teacher Amphion (Filippo), takes part in
a dancing contest at the court of the Muse Terpsichore, after she has proven to resist the temptations of Amor, in order to
dedicate herself to art exclusively.[2] The music, the authorship for which is not credited on the poster, was probably
cobbled together from other scores. Special mention is made however of a pas de trois with violin solo, composed and
executed by the leader of the court theatre orchestra, Joseph Mayseder (1789-1863).[3]

After this successful, though apparently not sensational debut, Marie remains under the guidance of her father, who
manages a company performing in Munich, Stuttgart and Cassel.[4] Often he is also her dance partner, before this role is
taken by her brother Paul, later a successful choreographer in Berlin. Her career enters a new phase in 1827 when she is
engaged at the Paris Opéra or Académie Royale de Musique. Her contract includes a stipulation that she will not be required
to perform any other solos than those designed by her father. She makes her debut with a pas which is again accompanied
by a Mayseder violin solo (played by the famous leader of the Opéra orchestra, Pierre Baillot), inserted in a ballet called Le
Sicilien. "The assurance with which Mlle Taglioni stays on the tip of her toes is truly remarkable," one critic remarks.[5]

When we make a survey of what's happening in music and theatre in Paris during this period, it looks like Marie came at the
right time to the right place. Thanks to an influx of talent and genius, the art of the virtuoso is entering into an almost
explosive phase. Liszt, in 1827 sixteen years of age and a European celebrity, has Paris as his home base since 1824. Maria
Malibran, Marie's junior by four years and the most successful singer of her generation, makes her Paris debut in 1828.
Chopin, one and a half year older than Liszt, does the same in 1831, and Paganini too, then nearly fifty, makes his first Paris
appearances in that year. Berlioz writes his Symphonie fantastique in 1830; the premiere takes place in 1832. Rossini is
director of the Théatre Italien since 1824, and the performances in the Opéra of such works as Auber's La Muette de Portici
en Rossini's Guillaume Tell are developing toward the spectacle known as grand opéra.

Let's focus on 1829, the year indicated on the shoes. In this year Taglioni is promoted to 'premier sujet’, and she may have
worn them in one of the following productions: Rossini's Le Siege de Corinthe; Psyché, the 905th performance since 1790 of
this classic by Pierre Gabriel Gardel; La Belle au bois dormant, a new ballet with music by Hérold, "long, slow, heavy and
boring" and "saved from shipwreck only by a scene with naiads which is led by Mlle Taglioni;"[6] and Rossini's new opera
Guillaume Tell. In this Taglioni dances with Pauline Montessu a Tyrolienne, accompanied by a cappella choir. Berlioz was not
impressed by Rossini's masterpiece, but spoke with admiration of Taglioni: "Mlle Taglioni is not a dancer, she's an air spirit,
Ariel personified, daughter of the heavens".[7]

Another success in the 'anacreontic' genre is Flore et Zéphyre by Charles-Louis Didelot (1769). This work is designed to
probe the limits of /égéreté; the illusion that the dancers were near-weightless is created by pointe technique and jumps,
aided by machinery which carries the dancers though the air on nearly invisible wires. In this respect it is a forerunner of
Taglioni's greatest success, La Sylphide. About Taglioni's part in the revival of this work we have a report by the German
journalist en critic Ludwig Borne, living in Paris since 1830. That Bérne hated ballet - "a ballet always puts me into a
tremendous rage, a true beer house rage" - only enhances the interest of this little known document.

Yesterday I saw [Spontini's] Ferdinand Cortez in the Opéra. That was after all the farinaceous meat dishes which the Royal
Academy has served during the whole winter finally roast beef with English mustard. [...] The house was full beyond the
ordinary, but just like my neighbour the whole crowd had come only for the ballet after the opera. I clenched my fists in
anticipation, for a ballet always puts me into a tremendous rage, a true beer house rage. I would like to break the arms and
legs of these dancers in two when they go around jumping like madmen and madwomen and one clearly notices that no one
knows what he knows, what he feels, what he thinks, where he wants to go, when they pose on one leg and stretch the
other crosswise in the air, making a road sign; when they spin around like whipping tops and perform ridiculous trills with
their feet - it makes one loose all patience. That's what I was prepared for and I had a pleasant surprise. The ballet was
wonderful. It contains thoughts, feelings and actions which suit this tender art. I mean, one should dance nothing but what
may be played on the flute. Thunderous legwork, hussar dances, trumpet jumps - that is all too ridiculous. They performed
Flore et Zéphire, ballet anacréontique. This epithet and that fact that the composition was pleasing seem to prove that it is
an old ballet, from the beautiful days before the Flood. [...] Both leading parts, Flora and Zephyre, were excellently cast and
far from deserving my rebuke. Flora especially delighted me. An enchanting grace and a moderation in all movements
combined with such agility as I have not seen combined in any dancer. She frolicked around herself and was flower and
butterfly at the same time. Actually she didn't move at all; she didn't rise, didn't lower herself; she was drawn up and down.
"Who is this dancer?"- I asked my neighbour in the box, a distinguished gentleman of about fifty. He made big eyes - really
big! - and answered after a few gulps of breath: Mais ... c'est Mademoiselle Taglioni! Had I asked this man twenty years ago
during a parade on the Champs de Mars: "Who is that little man on horseback, wearing a grey frock coat and a cocked
hat?"- his eyes couldn't have been bigger, nor the surprise with which he answered: Mais ... c'est Napoleon! And right he is,
provided he has enough money. In short, the ballet gave me pleasure. But in the end its sweetness started to cloy [...].[8]

3. La Sylphide »

[1] Vaillat 1942, p. 76

[2] Poster, reproduced in Oberzaucher-Schiiller 2007a, p. 59
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Vaillat 1942, p. 87: “Marie Taglioni assura qu'on rencontrait rarement un artiste du mérite de Mayzeder, aussi simple et modeste que Iui.” According to Vaillat (p. 80) Rossini,
in this period in Vienna and “grand ami de Philippe Taglioni”, ha arranged the music.

A list of the Stuttgart repertoire may be found on the website of the Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek Stuttgart.
La Réunion, quoted by Vaillat 1942, p. 133; cf. Guest 1966, p. 76.

Castil-Blaze 1832, p. 314

Berlioz 2001, p. 271. In 1829 Taglioni also danced in the Tuileries (La Muette de Portici), and later in that year in Bordeaux, Marseilles and Avignon (Vaillat 1942, p. 237-238).

Borne 1964 Bd. 3, p. 238-242 (letter dated 17-3-1831). Cf. Mendelssohn to Carl Immermann, Paris 11-1-1832: “Borne will noch einige Bande Briefe folgen lassen; wir
schwarmen zusammen fir die Malibran und die Taglioni [...]” (Mendelsohn 1878, p. 237-238). Zéphyre was danced in this production by Jules Perrot, her ideal partner, who
according to at least one reviewer received more applause than she; their cooperation did not last long (Guest 1966, p. 105). See also Ch. 4.
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3. La Sylphide

In 1830 the 'three glorious days’ of the July Revolution bring down King Charles X and his government. He is succeeded by
Louis-Philippe d’Orléans, the ‘roi-bourgeois’, as a constitutionally restrained monarch. The Académie royale is reorganized on
liberal principles; to save state expense it is required to be a profitable enterprise. Responsibility for this is put into the
hands of the versatile entrepreneur Louis Véron, who during his four-and-a-half years in office manages to fill both the
opera’s cash box and his own pockets. He pursues the trend towards ‘grand opéra’ on a still grander scale, investing so
much in decoration, costume and spectacle that Heinrich Heine, a refugee from German censorship and a Parisian since
1831, calls the Opéra "the paradise of the deaf" - a place where music may be safely ignored.[1]

In that same year 1830 Taglioni makes her London debut and signs a new and highly favourable contract with the Paris
Opéra. Apart from securing her a fabulous salary, Filippo has himself engaged as ballet-master and again includes in Marie’s
contract the right to dance his pas exclusively.[2] Whether Marie herself considered this a privilege, or whether Filippo
exploited his daughter and curbed her artistic and personal freedom are questions which seem never to have been asked.
Sometimes it has been said that Marie 'rescued' the less inventive of her father's choreographies.

Her first major role is that of bayadere (temple dancer) in the opera-ballet Le Dieu et la bayadére, ou La Courtisane
amoureuse (with music by Auber). The next year brings Giacomo Meyerbeer to the foreground with Robert le diable, a
spectacular success that has lasted as long as the century, but hardly beyond. In the third act ballet, Taglioni as abbess
Helena emerges from her grave in a moonlit cloister, leading a corps de ballet of dead nuns in a seduction dance around the
tenor-hero Robert. This scene, with its ‘gothic’ subject, moonlight and white veils has often been seen (with some
exaggeration maybe) as the upbeat to the romantic ‘ballet blanc’, a tradition which has its first mature example in the
second act of La Sylphide.

La Sylphide was first performed in 1832; it is this work which has given Taglioni above all her ‘iconic’ status in dance history.
[3] Earlier reviews and reports, such as the one by Berlioz quoted earlier, often used terms and names like ‘air spirit’ and
‘Ariel’; even the word ‘sylphide’ has been applied to Taglioni before this role was created for her by Adolphe Nourrit (the
tenor who sang the part of Robert) and Filippo Taglioni.[4] ‘Sylphide’ was a common epithet for young, slender and gracious
women in this period (with digital search methods it is easy to find examples), and one might say that Nourrit gave definite
shape to a role which had already been given to her in the public mind. The music was by one of the Opéra’s chefs du chant,
Jean-Madeleine Schneitzhoeffer (1785-1852), remembered nowadays only because of this creation.[5] Though
contemporaries seem not to have had no complaints about his work, a modern listener may wonder how La Sylphide may
have acquired its historical status with music so utterly lacking in nuance and ‘romantic’ atmosphere.[6]

While there are sources for the libretto in the folklore of goblins and elves, Nourrit seems to have found a more decisive
inspiration in some knowledge of ‘dealation’, the loss of wings which ants and termites suffer after a mating flight. Like these
insects, the Sylphide looses her wings when united with her lover; the consequence is death. The act of making love is here
represented as the envelopment with an enchanted shawl. This little story is, of course, open to various interpretations. The
most obvious and coherent (though not most ‘romantic’) seems to take the loss of wings as metaphor for the loss of
virginity, specifically in a relation outside the bounds of social convention or matrimony (the lover is also engaged to a
‘decent girl’). Thus it is primarily a depiction of male desire, which cools as its object looses her ‘freshness’. Writer and ballet
critic Théophile Gautier, who made his own creative contribution to ballet history with the libretto for Giselle (1841), hinted
at this when he wrote that the idea for the Sylphide’s death scene was "in all probability derived from the natural history of
insects. Virgin ants have wings, which fall off as soon as they have made love." [7]

Like all of Filippo’s choreographies, La Sylphide is lost to us. The closest we can get to it is by Auguste Bournonville’s
recreation, made for the Royal Theatre of Copenhagen with a new score by Herman Severin Lgvenskiold in 1836, after he
had seen Taglioni in the role. An alternative is the speculative reconstruction made with Schneitzhoeffer’s score by
choreographer Pierre Lacotte (1972).[8]

La Sylphide has been seen as an epochal work, right from the start. The music critic Castil-Blaze dated a new epoch in
dance history with this creation, and put the name Taglioni beside that of the god Bacchus in the title of his book on dance
history of 1832.[9] Gautier wrote in 1844:

This ballet marked a quite new era in choreography, and introduced romanticism into the realm of Terpsichore. After La
Sylphide, Les Filets de Vulcain and Flore et Zephyre were no longer possible: the Opera was surrendered to gnomes,
undines, salamanders, elves, nixes, wilis, peris and to all those strange and mysterious folk who lend themselves so
marvellously to the fantasies of the ballet master. [...] That new style caused a great abuse of white gauze, tulle, and
tarlatan; shades dissolved into mist by means of transparent dresses. White was almost the only colour used. [8]

It does not look like Filippo Taglioni had the same sense of historic destiny. The success of La Sylphide may have convinced
him that he had hit upon an archetype not so much as upon an attractive colour, a flavour; his instinct as an entertainer may
have told him to maintain interest by providing variety. His next ballet for Marie, Nathalie ou la laitiére suisse (1832), based
on a production for the Kérntnerthor Theatre of 1821, put her in a traditional demi-caractére part. La révolte au sérail (1833)
depends for its piquant effect on female warriors performing military drill and combat scenes in fancy costumes; Brézilia ou
la tribu des femmes (1836) attempts something similar with exotic huntresses. With La Fille du Danube of 1836, with music
by Adolphe Adam, the Taglionis return to fairyland. As in La Sylphide, the plot revolves around the love of a female nature

http://www.nederlandsmuziekinstituut.nl/en/collections/web-presentations/taglioni/3-la-sylphide
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Marie Taglioni as Sylphide.
Lithograph by Alexandre Lacauchie
(1832) (Photo © Victoria and
Albert Museum, London)

L

Marie Taglioni as Sylphide.
Lithograph by Edward Morton after
Alfred Edward Chalon (1845). All
photographs of Taglioni seem to
postdate her dancing career. Her
likeness was disseminated on a scale
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(often derived from earlier
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Mademoiselle Taglioni (1832)
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spirit, this time an undine or water nymph, for a human male; this time it ends with reunion and transfiguration through the
watery element.[11]

Johann Strauss sr.: Taglioni-Walzer
(1839) (Coll. NMI, The Hague) %

After this production, Marie Taglioni transferred much of her activity to Saint Petersburg, where she and her father spent a
season each year from 1836 till 1842; she continued to make guest appearances in Paris and elsewhere. The huge fees
which she could demand made her a rich woman, but most of her fortune seems to have vanished through unwise
speculations by Filippo and wild spending by her husband, Count Alfred Gilbert de Voisins (they married in the year of La
Sylphide 1832, separated in 1835 and divorced in 1844). [12] Twice her career was interrupted by ‘mal a genou’ or knee
trouble; the first time it produced a daughter (1835) and the second a son (1843) - probably illegitimate, though he has
inherited the title Comte Gilbert de Voisins. Socially as well as financially the Taglionis did remarkably well; Marie’s daughter
Marie Eugénie married a Prince Troubetzkoy, and her niece and namesake (daughter of Paul) a First zu Windischgrétz.

Forty-three years of age, Marie Taglioni took leave from the stage in Paris. After years of retirement in her villa at Lake
Como, she returned to the Opéra as Inspectrice de la danse in 1859, and in the next year was appointed Professeur de la
classe de perfectionnement. The young Emma Livry, considered to be her successor as Sylphide, inspired her to a first
choreography. Le Papillon (1860), with music by Jacques Offenbach, again takes supernatural /égéreté as its leading idea,
this time borrowing more explicitly from the insect world. A young woman is changed by a wicked and jealous fairy into a
butterfly. The butterfly, attracted by a flaming torch (symbol of Hymen or marriage) burns its wings — whereby, with an
unexpected and implausible twist, the spell is broken. One cannot think of a more uncanny omen of the unhappy end of
Emma Livry herself, or a more tragic irony. Not much later, during rehearsals for La Muette de Portici in 1862, she came too
close to a gas light; her tutu caught fire, and she died of her burns after months of suffering.

"La Taglioni & la fin de sa vie"
(Vaillat 1942)

During the 1870’s Marie Taglioni resided in London, teaching ballroom dancing and deportment at her home. Later she
moved in with her son and his family in Marseilles, where she died in 1884. Irony, of which there have been a few instances
during her life, didn’t stop at death. Having been interred first in Marseilles, her remains were later transferred to the Gilbert
de Voisins family vault at Pére-Lachaise in Paris. However, it is not this grave which nowadays is covered with pointe shoes, a
ritual gift from aspiring ballerinas, but the grave of Sophie Taglioni Karsten, which bears the inscription Marie Taglioni a sa
meére bien aimée. Nor does irony stop there; the website which graciously provides this information presents (at the time of
writing) a photograph of her chubby niece Marie the Younger (daughter of Paul) as an image of Marie-la-Sylphide.[13]

4. Sur la pointe »

"Marie Taglioni & sa mére
bien aimée"
(photo © Ferdinand Dohna)

[1] Heine 1972 Bd. 6, p. 74.
[2

Guest 1966, p. 109.

[3] Not to be confused with Les Sylphides, originally titled Chopiniana, a choreography by Fokin (1907). The sylph has its origin not in folklore but in Paracelsus’s alchemistic
Liber de nymphis, sylphis, pygmaeis et salamandris [etc.] (1590).

[4

Vaillat 1942, p. 138-139.

[5] The duties of the chef du chant were those of an inspector rather than those of a conductor, according to A. Choron and J.A. de la Fage, Manuel complet de musique vocale
et instrumentale, 3me P., T. ler (Paris: Roret 1839), p. 152-154. Hérold and Halévy held the same post.

[6] Judgment based on the DVD recording of the production by the Opéra National de Paris (TDK 2005).

[7] Gautier 1859 T.3, p. 211; cf. Gautier 1947, p. 70. An 1834 edition of the scenario of La Sylphide may be found on www.forum-dansomanie.net.

[8] Releaed on DVD (see n. 6) with Aurélie Dupont as Sylphide. In an interview with this recording Lacotte refers to unpublished sources; unfortunately his references remain
vague. See also: ballet-dance.com

[9] Castil-Blaze 1832, p. 311.

[10] Gautier 1859 T.2, p. 225-226; cf. Gautier 1947, p. 73. In French the terms ‘époque’ en ‘ére’ do not necessarily carry so much weight; already on the occasion of her debut
on 13 August 1827 Le Figaro writes: “Ses débuts feront époque. C'est le romantisme appliqué a la danse.”) Guest 1966, p. 79 translates this as: "Her debut will open a new
epoch”.

[11] Guest 1966, p. 155.

[12] Woodcock 1989 P.2, p. 55; Oberzaucher-Schiiller 2007a, p. 24, 25. In full: Jean-Pierre Victor Alfred Gilbert de Voisins. See also
http://racineshistoire.free.fr/LGN/PDF/Gilbert-de-Voisins.pdf

[13] www.landrucimetieres.fr. www.danceinsider.com includes a notice dated 6-10-2004 that “Officials at the Montmartre Cemetery this morning agreed to take Marie (also
known as Maria) Taglioni's name off cemetery maps [...]."”
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5. A minuet and a cachucha

Other objects in the NMI collection may illustrate various aspects of Taglioni’s career. A pair of castanets reminds us of a less Text: Lodewijk Muns
characteristic part of her art, and at the same time of an interesting episode in her career. Where Taglioni was typically
characterized as chaste and ethereal, she soon had a rival who embodied contrasting qualities. The Viennese dancer Fanny
Elssler, born in 1810 as daughter of Joseph Haydn’s amanuensis Johann Elssler, had been inconspicuously present as a
member of the corps de ballet when Marie made her debut in Vienna in 1822. Twelve years later Fanny Elssler made a
spectacular Paris debut and offered the public an interesting alternative to Taglioni. Where the latter applied herself to the
negation of gravity, the energetic style of Elssler, making use of taqueté (fast and accented movements), was a joyful
celebration of earthliness. Taglioni was present at her debut:

Mile. Elssler gave much pleasure. We have applauded a certain perfection in the rapid movements (temps précipités) which
characterize her style of dancing, all the same, it’s a style which deprives the body of grace.[1]

A critic like Gautier could revel in the spectrum of contrasts that could be painted to characterise Elssler, the sensual, in
opposition to Taglioni, the ethereal.

Mile Fanny Elssler is nowadays in the full flower of her talent; [...] she is the dancer for men, as Mlle. Taglioni was [1838!]
the dancer for women; she has elegance, beauty, a bold and petulant vigour, a mad energy, a sparkling smile, and on top of
that all an air of Spanish vivacity tempered by her German naiveté, which makes her a very charming and very adorable
creature.

It might be put this way: Mlle Taglioni is a Christian dancer, Mlle Fanny Elssler is a pagan dancer.[2]

As the image of Taglioni was defined by La Sylphide, Elssler came to be associated above all with Le Diable boiteux (1836).
It contained a Spanish dance, a cachucha (rather like a bolero), performed with castanets. 'Taglionists' caused an uproar
when in 1838 Elssler was cast as Sylphide; she further infringed upon Taglioni’s territory by dancing La Fille du Danube.
Taglioni retaliated in the same year by performing a Spanish dance in La Gitana.[3] That Elssler not much later was cast in a

Fanny Essler dancing the cachucha
ballet called La Gypsy seems to have been coincidence. 4 g

in Le diable boiteux. Lithograph after
Alexandre Lacauchie (ca. 1840),
after a sculpture by J.A. Barre
(1837)

A second (possibly companion) pair of Taglioni castanets is preserved in the Musée de I'Opéra. Vaillat saw them "not without
emotion", noticing that "by rather malicious intent the castanets of Marie Taglioni had been placed side by side with those of
Fanny Elssler". A sense of rivalry and partisanship has persisted among biographers long after their subjects’ deaths.

Marie Taglioni in the Spanish dance
in La gitana. Lithograph after Jules
Bouvier (ca. 1840) (Photo © Victoria
and Albert Museum, London)

A pair of thin leather gloves carries the inscription: Gloves worn on 8 April 1835 by Mile Taglioni while dancing the minuet
with M. Vestris [...]. The occasion was a performance for Marie’s benefit ; the programme included the new ballet Brézilia
(Brézila), the masked ball scene from the opera Gustave with the Elssler sisters (Fanny and Therese) in a pas de deux, and
Taglioni dancing with 75 year old Auguste Vestris in rococo costume a minuet and gavotte. [6]

Jules Janin, who wrote a review of the event, showed himself as hostile to old age as he was homophobic:

[...] I am not one of those who take pleasure in that pitiful spectacle of an octogenarian snatched from old age with the
command: Amuse us! [...] But now look at these old remains of Vestris! [...] How clearly one can see that he has rubbed
shoulders with the grands seigneurs and got something out of it! Vestris knows the grands seigneurs from experience, as
Mlle Taglioni knows them by intuition. Vestris entered in a costume full of embroidery and gold braid, the knee straight,
grave and serious as @ man on his way to the stake; he could still make his little entrechat and his little gambade, and when
he had finished, a few good souls threw flowers upon him: Sit tibi terra levis! [7]

Taglioni's castanets |
(Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague)

According to Le Constitutionnel, the flowers were picked up by Taglioni, who offered them "modestly to the old Saturn of the
dance". According to Fanny Elssler however the event took a somewhat unpleasant turn. As retold by Ivor Guest:

Taglioni's friends had planned an extraordinary tribute. At the end of the minuet, and before the final galop, it was proposed
that the corps de ballet would circle the stage in a dignified procession while Vestris placed a crown on Taglioni's head. There
was considerable opposition to this, but Véron refused to intervene. So a plot was hatched, and when the great moment
came for Vestris to perform the crowning, the orchestra suddenly broke into the music for the galop. The corps de ballet was
galvanized into action, and Vestris and Taglioni had to make a hurried exit as best they could. [...] There were some who
believed that Véron himself had instigated the incident in order to preserve the peace and prevent a demonstration on the
stage.[8]

6. Bric a brac »
[1] Vaillat 1942, p. 272; cf. Guest 1966, p. 135
[2] Gautier 1859 T. 1, p. 176
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According to the 'old' MGG Taglioni danced a seguidilla-jalcadas (article Tanz, Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart, p. 73422)
Vaillat 1942, p. 301; cf. Levinson 1929, p. 80.

About Hippolyte Meynadier, see Ch. 6, and for further details the inventory.

Guest 1966, p. 138

Journal des Débats, 13-4-1835. The heavy sarcasm in this review seems to have escaped Ivor Guest ("Jules Janin was lost in
admiration", p. 139); Janin sets the tone with a kind of litany on the takings of the evening ("Vingt-cing mille francs a Mlle Taglioni
pour un menuet!")

Le constitutionnel, 13-4-1835; Guest 1966, p. 139.

"Gants mis le 8 avril 1835 / par 4
Mile Taglioni / pour danser le
menuet /
avec M. Vestris / Donnés par elle
a son / ami Hippolyte Meynadier /
le 25 avril 1835 / Marie Taglioni"
(Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague)
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6. Bric a brac

The other objects in this collection relate to aspects of Taglioni’s life which are not directly connected to her Text: Lodewijk Muns
performing career. Two handsome fans date from before her birth. Fans were, of course, part of a lady’s
attire as well as a very suitable gift item. Meyerbeer presented Taglioni after the premiere of Robert le
diable with a fan decorated with the nuns’ ballet.[1] The proper handling of a fan was part of a lady’s social
skills which Taglioni is known to have taught during her London years (the 1870’s). According to the
memoirs of a London pupil:

The fans were very carefully chosen by her & also each fan examined separately by her personally. [...] It
was very difficult to satisfy Madame Taglioni who was a genius when handling a fan. I fear few of us came
up to the mark. Making a curtsy while manipulating a fan a la Taglioni was no joke.[2]

She also choreographed a fan dance on stage:

Each danseuse held a fan, of moderate size, a different colour each side of the fan. The fans were arranged
to represent a rainbow, & the whole ballet carried out this idea. When the ballet reversed their fans, the _
orchestra stopped for a second, so that you only heard the reversing fans, like the gentle rustle of the wind. "The New Egyptian Dance Fan for 1799" &4
Mme Taglioni had great trouble to get the ballet to use their fans, as she intended - & no wonder, for a fan (Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague)

in her hands, looked like a living thing, like a fluttering bird.[3]

One fan carries the inscription The New Egyptian Dance Fan for 1799; it contains fifteen tunes together with
dance instructions. Fans with collections of ‘hot’ dancing tunes seem to have been a London fashion of the
1790’s. Some of the tunes on this fan refer to political-military topics of the French Revolutionary Wars and
the Irish Rebellion. ‘Egyptian’ refers to Napoleon’s failed campaign in Egypt.

"Air de Raoul de Créqui” (ca. 1790) &
(Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague)

The other fan is decorated with an opera scene and two quotations from the score and libretto. Though the title of the opera
and its authors are not mentioned, they are easily identified. Raoul, sire de Créqui is a work by Nicolas Dalayrac (1753-
1809) dating from 1789. A dating of around 1790 agrees with the design of the fan. Maybe the fact that Salvatore Vigano
made a ballet after this opera in 1791 is no coincidence, for another item refers directly to this famous choreographer. This
is a medal, one side of which shows the bound Prometheus tortured by the eagle; the reverse side bears an inscription
stating that it was offered "to the incomparable choreographer Salvatore Vigano" by "the admirers of beauty" to
commemorate the performances in Milan of his Prometeo (1814), Mirra and Psammi (1817). Prometeo was an enlarged
revision of the ballet created in Vienna in 1801 on music by Beethoven, Die Geschépfe des Prometheus. That Filippo Taglioni
was engaged as primo ballerino in Viganod’s company in 1813 and has interpreted the part of Mars in Prometeo is unlikely to
be a coincidence.[4] One may suppose that these items were formerly in his possession.

Prometheus. Medal in
commemoration
of Salvatore Vigano's ballet
Prometeo (Milan, 1817) (Taglioni
Coll., NMI, The Hague)

It is the last item to be discussed which throws some light on the provenance of the collection. A little note in Marie
Taglioni’s handwriting testifies that this hand-knitted scarf was made by her for a Monsieur Meynadier: "My dear M.
Meynadier, here is your scarf (cachenez). I hope you will wear it with as much pleasure as I had in making it. A thousand
friendly greetings, Marie Taglioni, Tuesday."

We know the dedicatee by his first name from the gloves (chapter 5). Hippolyte Meynadier may be identified as Gabriel-
Louis-Hippolyte Meynadier, Baron de Flamalens, author of a study on urban planning in Paris (Paris sous le point de vue
pittoresque et monumental, 1843). Since he is also referred to as ancien chef du bureau des théétres au département des
Beaux-Arts [5], we can be certain that he is the Baron Meynadier featuring in Vaillat’s biography as secretary of Vicomte
Sosthéne de La Rochefoucauld, director of the royal theatres. This Baron Meynadier took the Taglionis upon their arrival in
Paris in 1827 to the Opéra to see the dancers perform. Curious about what type of dancer she was, he asked referring to
each of the dancers: Is this your genre? - receiving each time a negative answer. About the star of the company, Lise
Noblet, he remained silent; "that Marie could bear the comparison didn’t enter his mind." Vaillat then continues:

Instructed by baron Lafléche, upon his return from Stuttgart, to find dancing shoes for Mlle Taglioni, he saw no alternative

but to ask Mile Noblet for the address of her shoemaker. Marie Taglioni to Hippolyte @
- And for whom is this? Meynadier (ca. 1865?). "Mon cher /
- For a young dancer who is said to be without equal and who has the most ravishing foot in the world. Monsieur Meynadier, / voici votre
No more was needed to displease Mile Noblet, in those days star of the Opéra.[6] cachenez. / Je désire que / vous le

portiez avec / autant de plaisir / que
j'en ai eu a / le faire. / Mille amitiés
/ Marie Taglioni / Mardi." (Taglioni
Coll., NMI, The Hague)

Seven other short letters to Meynadier have been preserved in the NMI. All of these seem to date from the 1860’s; most of
them contain informal invitations to join Taglioni for a theatre visit.[7] It is likely that Meynadier received most of the objects
in this collection as keepsakes; one of the first would have been a pair of shoes she had obtained through his mediation.

Taglioni’s passion for needlework is well-known. According to Sarah Woodcock,

As surviving examples of her needlework and knitting bear witness, Taglioni was an exceptionally neat and meticulous but
practical person. Her work was of the highest quality and her knitting as fine as any machine knitting of today. She had a
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particular liking for baby knitting, and several pairs of bootees survive. She brought to teaching, to her needlework and to
her daily routine, the same attention to detail and application that had distinguished her stage career and doubtless she
expected the same standards from others.[8]

Though this seems to have been forgotten nowadays, Taglioni’s needlework even made it into dictionary records; a German
dictionary of 1863 contains an entry Taglionishawls, explaining: Shawls named after Marie Taglioni; are made of wool, with
a crossbar structure.[9] We may also be reminded of Filippo’s fondness of the pas de shal in his choreographies, and of the
fatal part this object plays in the plot of La Sylphide.

References »

Scarf made by Marie Taglioni &
(Taglioni Coll., NMI, The Hague)

[1] Vaillat 1942, p. 180
[2] Woodcock 1989 Part 1, p. 16
[3] Woodcock 1989 Part 1, p. 18

[4] Winter 1974, p. 191. An image of another copy of this medal, with description, in Curren 1986. See the inventory for more details on the fans, the medal and other objects
in the collection.

[5] See Guillaume Le Gall: Paris, objet d'histoire.

[6] Vaillat 1942, p. 120-121

[7] See the inventory.

[8] Woodcock 1989 Part 1, p. 68

[9] Pierer's Universal-Lexikon, Bd. 17, p. 205 (Altenburg 1863)
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Text and design: Lodewijk Muns, 2010

With warm thanks to Foekje Boersma (Nationaal Archief) and Jannie J.H. Polak (Felix Tal Fan Collection) for their help and advice in matters of preservation, and to Nishtiman Yunis
(NMI) for assistance in photography and image processing.

Quotations from German and French sources translated by the author.
Digital sources are included in the footnotes.
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