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Story 

Act I
In the Square of a small European town several hundred years ago, a 
lovely young girl, Coppélia, sits on a balcony reading a book. Swanilda 
tries to attract the girl’s attention with no reply. Franz, Swanilda’s 
lover, blows a kiss to Coppélia, but she ignores him. Swanilda sees the 
attentions her lover gives to this other girl. Franz assures Swanilda he is 
not faithless, but she is jealous. 

Dr. Coppélius drops his key as he leaves his shop. Swanilda and her 
friends find the key, and enter his shop. Dr Coppélius returns, sees his 
door open, and darts in. Franz enters carrying a ladder which he uses to 
climb onto Coppélia’s balcony. 

Act II
Dr. Coppélius’ shop is full of life-like, life-size dolls. The young intruders 
wind up the dolls and they begin to dance. Dr. Coppélius enters and the 
culprits flee, except Swanilda, who runs into the alcove where Coppélia 
is kept. Franz enters and pleads his love to Dr. Coppélius for the 
beautiful Coppélia. Dr. Coppélius pretends to listen as he entices Franz 
with several well-doctored drinks. Franz passes out and the Doctor 
believes he can take the energy from Franz to give life to his precious 
doll. The Doctor brings out what he thinks is Coppélia, however, it is 
Swanilda, who has changed places with the doll. The Doctor makes 
magical gestures over Swanilda and she begins to dance. Dr. Coppélius 
believes his doll has come to life. 

Swanilda’s dancing creates havoc in the room and upsets all of the 
Doctor’s work. She awakens Franz and they run out of the room. Dr. 
Coppélius discovers the figure of Coppélia lying in her chair and realizes 
he has been deceived.

Act III
Franz and Swanilda, now reconciled, approach the Mayor to receive 
their dowries and be married. Dr. Coppélius storms in accusing the 
lovers of destroying his life’s work. Swanilda, realizing the justness of 
his claim, gives her dowry to the Doctor. The townspeople celebrate the 
couple’s happy marriage.

History of Coppélia 

Coppélia was first presented at the Théâtre Impérial de l’Opéra in Paris 
on May 25, 1870. It was choreographed by Arthur Saint-Léon, who 
featured Guiseppina Bozacchi as Swanilda, Eugénie Fiocre as Franz, and 
Francois-Édouard Dauty as Dr. Coppélius.

The story of Coppélia is taken from a short story, “Der Sandmann”, by 
E.T. A. Hoffmann (1776-1822). Coppélia represents the first “feminist” 
ballet, breaking the romantic tradition of portraying the female heroine 

as an otherworldly creature and replacing her with a witty, earthy 
woman, Swanilda, who knows how to get her way. The conflict between 
idealism and realism is inherent throughout the story and Coppélia has 
long remained one of the jewels of classical ballet repertoire. 

The Music of Léo Delibes 

Dates: Born Feb. 1836 in Saint-Germain-Du-Val, France and died Jan. 1891 

Nationality: French

Style/Period: Romantic Period

Famous Works: Coppelia, Sylvia, La Source, Le jardin animé, Lakmé 

Bio: Clément-Philibert-Léo Delibes (February 21,1836 – January 16,1891) 
was a French opera and ballet composer who pioneered symphonic work 
for ballet that opened up a field for serious composers. His influence can 
be traced in the work of Tchaikovsky and others who wrote for ballet. His 
own music—light, graceful, elegant, with a tendency toward exoticism—
reflects the spirit of the Second Empire in France.

Delibes studied at the Paris Conservatoire under the influential opera 
composer Adolphe Adam and in 1853 became accompanist at the 
Théâtre-Lyrique. He became accompanist at the Paris Opéra in 1863, 
professor of composition at the Conservatoire in 1881, and a member of 
the French Institute in 1884. He collaborated with Ludwig Minkus in the 
ballet La Source (1866), and its success led to commissions to write his 
large-scale ballets, Coppélia (1870), based on a story of E.T.A. Hoffmann, 
and Sylvia (1876), based upon mythological themes. 

Take-Aways

•  What is the story of Coppelia about? What is it that the main 
character wants? How is she going to get it? Was she successful? 

•  Name two reasons why Dr. Coppelius is angry with Swanilda the 
next day? What is your opinion about this issue? 

•  Describe Franz’s actions in the story. How do his actions affect the 
story’s ending?

•  In this version of Coppelia, Franz and Swanilda get married and 
Dr. Coppelius forgives Swanilda for deceiving him. Break up into 
groups and use the synopsis of the ballet to create your own 
alternate ending to the story and show your version to the class. 
Discuss the reasons for your choices and compare and contrast the 
reasons of others in the class. 




