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Widely regarded as a masterpiece of Romantic ballet, Giselle tells the story of a peasant girl who falls 
in love with Albrecht, a nobleman in disguise. When his deception is revealed and Giselle discovers he 
is already engaged to be married, she is driven to madness and dies of a broken heart. While visiting 
Giselle’s grave, Albrecht finds that she has become one of the Wilis — ghosts of young women, dead 
before their wedding day, who rise from the grave at night to dance. Myrtha, their queen, forces 
Albrecht to dance with the Wilis to the point of death, but the power of the couple’s love — and 
Giselle’s forgiveness — protects Albrecht until morning breaks.

Giselle represents the pinnacle of the Romantic movement, an era of art and literature in the 
nineteenth century that was preoccupied with emotion, nature, and the supernatural. The Romantics 
were reaching for the sublime, for an unattainable ideal; in ballet, this manifested in impossibly graceful 
and ethereal heroines. In fact, many aspects of ballet as we know it today originated from the Romantic 
period. The long, billowing “romantic” tutus worn by female dancers gave them a ghostlike appearance 
onstage, and women’s pointe shoes — first popularized by Marie Taglioni in the ballet La Sylphide — 
developed in order to create the illusion that a ballerina could float effortlessly across the stage.

In 1841, French poet and novelist Théophile Gautier saw the Italian ballerina Carlotta Grisi perform 
in Paris for the first time. Though she was married to the choreographer Jules Perrot, Gautier was 
instantly enamored with her and became determined to create a ballet for her. Together with librettist 
Vernoy de Saint-Georges, Gautier developed the story, drawing inspiration from German author 
Heinrich Heine’s description of the Wilis and from Victor Hugo’s poem Fantômes, about a young girl 
who dies after a night of dancing. The libretto was written and accepted by the Opéra de Paris within 
three days; Adolphe Adam was commissioned to write the score, which he completed in only a week. 
Perrot choreographed Grisi’s solos, with the rest choreographed by Jean Coralli, the ballet master of 
the Opéra de Paris.
After a few days of rehearsals, Giselle ou les Wilis premiered at the Théâtre de l’Académie Royale de 
Musique in Paris on June 28, 1841. It was an immediate success, hailed as the greatest ballet of its 
time, and Grisi went on to play the role for many years. Most productions of Giselle today follow Marius 
Petipa’s 1884 version, based on Coralli and Perrot’s original choreography.

Historians and dancers — including George Balanchine, the father of American ballet — have often 
compared Giselle to Shakespeare’s Hamlet for its timelessness and historical significance. It has been 
a career-making role for dancers such as Anna Pavlova, Natalia Makarova, and Svetlana Zakharova. 
With stirring emotions and compelling characters, it endures as a classic story that feels fresh with 
each retelling.
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