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Story 

Act I
Autumn brings the grape harvest to the valley where Berthe lives with 
her daughter, Giselle. Giselle is an innocent girl who, despite having 
a weak heart, loves to dance. A cottage nearby is newly occupied by 
Loys, a peasant farmer who makes no secret of his romantic intentions 
toward Giselle; this to the fury of the village forester, Hilarion, who also 
loves her. Hilarion is suspicious of the mysterious Loys and tells Giselle 
as much, but she dismisses his warning.

During preparations for the harvest celebration the Duke of Courtland 
and his hunting party enter the village. In the group is the duke’s 
daughter, Bathilde. Giselle proudly tells Bathilde she is engaged to Loys. 
Bathilde reveals that she too is betrothed, and presents Giselle with 
the gift of a necklace. While the duke and his daughter rest in Giselle’s 
cottage, Hilarion steals into Loys’ home. There he finds a sword bearing 
a royal crest: the sword of a nobleman.

As the celebration begins Giselle is crowned Queen of the Harvest. But 
Hilarion interrupts the festival to expose Loys’ deception to the villagers 
and the duke’s party. The stunned Bathilde tells everyone the man they 
know as Loys is actually Count Albrecht, her fiancé. Grief overwhelms 
Giselle. She goes mad and, her heart broken, dies in Albrecht’s arms. 

Act II
At Giselle’s grave, the despondent Hilarion keeps a moonlit vigil, 
holding a cross he fashioned himself. At midnight the clearing is filled 
by Wilis, malevolent spirits left behind when young women were 
rejected by their lovers and died before their weddings. Tonight they 
gather to welcome Giselle. The terrified Hilarion flees, fearing the 
legend he’s heard: that the Wilis and their queen, Myrtha, avenge 
their betrayals by luring men into a macabre dance, until they die of 
exhaustion.

Albrecht arrives at Giselle’s grave, craving forgiveness. The Wilis have 
vanished, but Albrecht is amazed when Giselle’s ghost appears to him. 
She leads him from the glade as they hear Hilarion returning. But this 
time Hilarion is entrapped by the Wilis, who dance him to exhaustion 
and, at Myrtha’s command, drown him in the lake. The queen then 
dispatches her forces into the forest to hunt Albrecht.

Magically drawn into the Wilis’ circle, Albrecht faces the same gruesome 
fate as Hilarion, and though Giselle’s love diminishes Myrtha’s power 
over Albrecht, the queen is able to force the couple to dance on and 
on into the night. When Albrecht finally collapses, Giselle sustains him 
until the church bell announces the dawn, and the end of the Wilis’ 
power. The spirits vanish, Giselle returns to her grave, and only Albrecht 
remains, sorrowful and alone.

The Music of Adolphe Adam 

Dates: Born July 1803 in Paris, France and died May 1856 in Paris, France

Nationality: French

Style/Period: Romantic Period

Famous Works: Giselle, Le Corsaire, Le postillon de Lonjumeau,  
Le toreador, Minuit, chrétiens! 

Bio: Adolphe Adam was born in Paris, to Jean-Louis Adam, who was a 
prominent Alsatian composer and professor at the Paris Conservatoire. 
His mother was the daughter of a physician. As a child, Adolphe Adam 
preferred to improvise music on his own rather than study music 
seriously and occasionally truanted with writer Eugène Sue. 

Adam’s father was a pianist and teacher but was firmly set against 
the idea of his son following in his footsteps. Adam was determined, 
however, and studied and composed secretly under the tutelage of his 
older friend Ferdinand Hérold, a popular composer of the day. When 
Adam was 17, his father relented, and he was permitted to study at the 
Paris Conservatoire—but only after he promised that he would learn 
music only as an amusement, not as a career. 

He entered the Paris Conservatoire in 1821, where he studied organ 
and harmonium under the celebrated opera composer François-Adrien 
Boieldieu. By age 20, he was writing songs for Paris vaudeville houses 
and playing in the orchestra at the Gymnasie Dramatique, where he later 
became chorus master. Like many other French composers, he made a 
living largely by playing the organ. In 1825, he helped Boieldieu prepare 
parts for his opera La dame blanche and made a piano reduction of the 
score. Adam was able to travel through Europe with the money he made, 
and he met Eugène Scribe, with whom he later collaborated, in Geneva. 
By 1830, he had completed twenty-eight works for the theatre.

Adam is probably best remembered for the ballet Giselle (1841). He 
wrote several other ballets and 39 operas, including Le postillon de 
Lonjumeau (1836) and Si j’étais roi (1852). Adam was also a noted teacher 
who taught Delibes and other influential composers.

Take-Aways

•  What is the story of Giselle about? Who are the four main characters? 

•  In this version of Giselle, Giselle forgives Albrecht for lying to her and 
saves him from the Wilis. 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. 

•  After seeing the ballet, make a chart that lists the characters with 
words that describe their movements and role in the story. Create 
acrostic poems from these words. 




