
LA SYLPHIDE 
La Sylphide is a romantic ballet that is performed in two acts. There have been two 

different versions created of this ballet. The first version was composed by Jean-Madeleine 

Schneitzhoeffer. It was choreographed by Filippo Taglioni in order to showcase his daughter, 

Marie Taglioni. Taglioni choreographed La Sylphide to highlight dancing en pointe as a beautiful 

and graceful art form rather than just as an acrobatic stunt that usually appeared ungraceful. 

Marie Taglioni was known shortened her dance skirts for her performances in La Sylphide in 

order to help highlight her footwork. She also created her own pointe shoes as there were none 

being sold at the time. This version of the ballet premiered with the Paris Opera Ballet at Salle 

Le Peletier in Paris, France on March 12, 1832.  

The second version of La Sylphide was choreographed by Danish ballet master August 

Bournonville who had originally just wanted to present a revival of Taglioni’s version. It would 

have cost him too much money for the rights to the original music, so he choreographed his own 

version with music composed by Herman Severin Lovenskiold. This version premiered on 

November 28, 1836 at the Royal Danish Theatre and it was performed by the Royal Danish 

Ballet. Bournonville’s La Sylphide is what is performed today and is said to be the oldest 

romantic ballet to still be performed.  

La Syphide begins in a Scottish farmhouse where James Ruben, a young Scotsman, is 

sleeping in a chair. A Sylphide, which is a mythological air spirit, appears beside him and 

wakens him with a kiss. She dances around his chair before she vanishes up the chimney. James 

wakens his cousin Gurn and asks him if he also saw the sylph. Gurn says he did not. He then 

proceeds to remind James that he is set to marry Effie, whom Gurn is also, secretly, in love with.  

Effie arrives with her mother and the wedding party. James greets Effie with a kiss but 

sees a shadow in the corner. Thinking that it is the Sylphide, he rushes over, but it turns out that 

the shadow is Old Madge the witch. Effie and her friends ask Madge to tell their fortunes. Madge 

complies and tells Effie that she does not see her marrying James but she does see her marrying 

Gurn. James is so upset by this that he throws Madge out of the house. Effie and her friends head 

to prepare for the wedding and James is left alone. The Sylphide materializes in front of him and 

tries to persuade him to follow her. Gurn returns in time to see James chasing the air. He runs to 

find anyone else who can witness James’ peculiar behavior. When they return the Sylphide 

disappears and everyone thinks that Gurn is jealous and has made up a story. 

The wedding festivities begin. There is a lot of merriment and dancing. During the 

festivities the Sylphide enters and attempts to distract James. She flies across the room, only 

visible to James, and disappears before he can each reach her. As James and Effie come together 

to begin the wedding ceremony, James holds the ring he is going to give Effie in his hand but the 

Sylphide reappears and snatches the ring from James. She runs out of the house and into the 



forest and James runs after her. Everyone is shocked by what has just happened and Effie is 

heartbroken. Gurn, who is happy about the turn of events, leads the wedding guests on a quest to 

find James.  

Act II begins with Old Madge and her companions dancing around a cauldron surrounded 

by fog. From the cauldron Madge pulls out a magical scarf laced with poisons. She plans to use it 

in her attempt at revenge for the way James treated her. Madge and her companions disappear 

along with the fog and a beautiful glen is left in their place. A group of sylphides appear and 

dance and then disappear. The Sylphide enters the glen and James follows. She tells him that this 

is her home and floats around showing him various objects in the glen. James tries to catch her 

and hold her but she flies away and he follows.  

The wedding guests, led by Gurn, have continued to search for James. Gurn finds an 

article of clothing that James must have left behind. He is convinced by Madge to not say a word 

about it. Gurn keeps it to himself. Madge then tells Gurn he should propose to Effie. He does and 

Effie agrees. Everyone gives up on the search for James and leaves. James enters the glen again 

and Madge is there waiting for him. She presents him with the scarf and tells him that this will 

keep the Sylphide from flying away from him.  

The Sylphide returns and James presents her with the scarf. She happily allows him to put 

it around her. As James hugs her, her wings fall off and she dies. Her sylphide sisters lift up her 

lifeless body and take her to the treetops.  The happy wedding procession of Gurn and Effie pass 

by in the distance. James falls unconscious. Old Madge is left alone, pleased with the outcome.              

 


