
ELOPHE 
POIRSON, AN 
EXTRAORDINARY LIFE 
STORY
Elophe Poirson can certainly be classified 

as one of the most mysterious and 

debated French violin makers of the 19th 

and 20th Centuries.  As violinmaking was 

not his main occupation, he has always 

been regarded as an amateur maker.  

However, recent pioneering research 

has revealed that many similarities can 

be drawn between his work and life with 

other professional violinmakers of the time.

Elophe Poirson was born in Landaville, a 

very small town in the North East of France 

in an area called ‘Vosges’ on the 6th of 

September 1840.   He lived there until the 

age of 18.   His father, Charles Poirson, was 

a stonemason, and his mother, Geneviève 

Larminaux, came from a family of 

winemakers.  Unfortunately, Elophe Poirson 

was their only child since his father died 

when he was only two years old.

then decided to extend it.   In total he 

served his country for nine long years.

He finished his service as a non-

commissioned officer and had the 

opportunity during his last months in the 

army to do an internship in Paris at the 

telegraph office.  He stayed there for a few 

months and in November 1867, became 

a full employee at the Paris Telegraph 

Office.  Two weeks later he was transferred 

to the telegraph office of Lyon, the city in 

which he then spent the rest of his life.Violin label by Elophe 
Poirson,

1898,

Picture by Roland 
Terrier

Raised by his mother who was working 

in the fields, his upbringing was very 

tough.   The only way for him to escape 

this way of life was through school and 

the army.   Thanks to the improvements 

in education of children in remote areas, 

including its obligatory provision, Elophe 

Poirson learnt to read, write, and count.  At 

the age of 18, on the 25th of August 1858, 

he left Landaville to serve in Napoléon’s 

army.   He first did his service like all the 

young men in France at that time, and 
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He started his career as a simple 

employee.   He was promoted in 1879 to 

the position of Telegraph Clerk, then to the 

position of Telegraph Service Manager of 

Lyon in 1889.  He ended his career at the 

telegraph office as the section head in 

1900, before retiring one year later in 1901.  

His quality of life improved in correlation 

with his promotions, and by the end of his 

career, can be considered as belonging 

to the bourgeois class. 

On the 23rd of March 1870, Elophe married 

Eugénie Marie Hérard, and they moved 

together to 48 rue Franklin in Lyon.  Exactly 

15 years later, on the 23rd of March 1885, 

they welcomed their only child, a boy 

called Émile Poirson, born at the same 

address.

We do not know for certain how Elophe 

Poirson was introduced to the violin making 

world.  If the romanticised version is to be 

believed, according to a contemporary 

newspaper article(1), one day a violin fell 

out of Elophe Poirson’s hands.   As soon 

as he saw the broken violin on the floor, 

he had a strong and immediate desire 

to make a new one.   From this day on, 

his curiosity and passion for violinmaking 

and restoration grew continually, with his 

extensive private study, research in books, 

and his never-ending experimentations.

(1) Extract of the newspaper « Le Salut public », 15-
16 August 1889, BNF 
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Looking back on what we now know of his 

life and output, his ‘hobby’ could certainly 

be interpreted as professional, and his 

quality of work was even rewarded several 

times.   In 1889 he won a bronze medal 

at the Paris International Exhibition for a 

quartet of instruments, and in 1901, at an 

exhibition in Lyon, he won a silver medal 

for some of his instruments.  Interestingly, in 

the Directory of Artists and Dramatic and 

Musical Teaching, Instrumental Making of 

1895, Poirson’s name is listed as an ‘amateur 

maker’ and ‘toolmaker’   In this and all 

directories from 1905 to 1909, he is listed 

alongside the professional violin makers of 

the time such as P. Blanchard, thus hinting 

strongly at Elophe’s ‘professionalization’.

Indeed, Elophe Poirson was also a 

toolmaker.   He invented several tools to 

repair and restore string instruments which 

were all patented (see pictures).  He was 

also known for his red varnish recipe and 

having created a new chinrest considered 

the best around at the time by the violinist 

Martin Pierre Marsick.

Directory of Artists, and Dramatic and Musical 
Teaching, Instrumental Making, 1905, BNF

Directory of Artists, and Dramatic and Musical 
Teaching, Instrumental Making, 1906, BNF



Poirson was soon taken under Marsick’s 

wing.   This musician wanted to bring to 

the fore the work of this ‘simple amateur 

maker’, and thus played an important role 

in Elophe’s ‘professionalization’.   Marsick 

did this by singing the praises of his 

protégé several times to the press, and 

some sources (2) even say he gave Elophe 

his Stradivari violin for restoration work.  

According to newspaper articles of the 

time, Marsick also used to play some of 

Poirson’s violins.  

According to his own descriptions, Elophe 

may have regarded himself only as an 

amateur maker, but he was definitely a 

passionate innovator and multi-skilled 

man.   He transferred his passion for the 

violin onto his son, Émile, who also had a 

remarkable life story.   Despite sustaining 

injuries to the head and arm afer a mine 

explosion during the first world war, he 

became Concertmaster of the Paris 

Opera in the 1930s. 

Elophe Poirson passed away in the 

afternoon of the 17th of March 1924, in his 

house on 48 rue Franklin in Lyon, at the age 

of 83.

(2) Catalogue lyonnais de l’exposition de 1889, 1889, BNF
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ELOPHE POIRSON, 
IMPOSTER OR REAL 
MAKER ?

As far as we are aware, Elophe Poirson 

was a self-taught maker.  As a result of him 

having another full time job, he has always 

been regarded as ‘an amateur maker’.

However, we can now state with relative 

certainty that his passion became 

more professional over the years.  His 

appearance in the ‘Directory of Artists 

and Dramatic and Musical Teaching and 

Instrumental Making’ in 1895 and then from 

1905 to 1909 is the most reliable evidence 

of this.

On the one hand, there are some makers 

who believe that Elophe Poirson never 

made an instrument himself.  To them, 

some of his instruments would have 

characteristics proving that he opened 

the instrument ‘in the white’, put his label 

inside, and merely varnished them.

‘Nous avons retrouvé un violon signé 
Poirson qui n’avait jamais été détablé, 
présentant cependant de nombreuses 
esquilles non recollées, par lesquelles son 
vernis avait pénétré. Ceci prouve que 
Poirson a seulement ouvert l’instrument 
pour poser sa marque et placer son 
étiquette. Par ailleurs, la barre de ce violon 

est tout à fait caractéristique de l’école 
de Turin à la fin du XIXe siècle.’
(Translation: ‘We found a violin signed 
Poirson which has never been opened 
before but had a lot of edge splinters 
missing through which the varnish had 
penetrated.  This proves that Poirson only 
opened the instrument to put his mark and 
label inside.  On top of that, the bass bar 
of this violin is typical of the Turin school at 
the end of 19th Century).’  J.F. Schmitt, La 

lutherie lyonnaise, 1991

This theory—that of considering Elophe 

Poirson an imposter—would explain why 

we seemingly have so many instruments 

(around 300 instruments bear his label) 

from a man who had another job, and 

could also account for the diversity of 

styles across his output.  

On the other hand, after finding out 

more about his life, it could be an 

over-simplification and a convenient 

generalisation if we were to reduce his 

entire output to only varnish/set-up work.

It is important to remember that only very 

few makers of the time made all parts of 

their instruments without the assistance of 

one or several apprentices.  We should 



also bear in mind that a significant number 

of makers of this time used to buy parts 

of, or full instruments ‘in the white’ from 

factories, and then integrated them into 

their own productions. 

Could an imposter have won medals for 

work which was not his own?  Would Elophe 

have been able to create and patent 

tools which were designed to facilitate 

repairs and restorations if his talents really 

were limited to varnishing instruments and 

setting them up?

As the style of some of his instruments is so 

atypical it is also hard to imagine that these 

instruments were made by factories or big 

workshops such as the one in Mirecourt at 

this period. The violin below is one of those 

examples (see photos).

When looking at Elophe Poirson’s work, we 

will often see instruments widely inspired 

by famous Italian models. However, on 

this violin photographed by Roland Terrier 

a few years ago, we clearly see that the 

style is more personal, strongly suggesting 

Elophe Poirson made it himself.  These kinds 

of instruments serve to support the theory 

of his legitimacy as a ‘real maker’.

In conclusion, we could sentimentalise 

Elophe Poirson’s life into a romantic, rags 

to riches 19th Century Novel.  His tough 

personal and situational upbringing, 

consequent social ascension and 

achievements, and his passion for violin 

making cannot be debated.

These differing points of view only prove 

that giving a clear answer to the question 

‘imposter or real maker?’ will never be 

possible.  We can still only hypothesise.  

The two years of research carried out 

has brought me to the theory that 

Elophe Poirson carried out a part of his 

production, but not all of the 300 or so 

instruments labelled with his name. I think 

that varnishing was an important part of 

his work but do not believe it to be his only 

«speciality»: invention, creation, curiosity 

and experimentation were also, to  me, 

the other pillars of his oeuvre.
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