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 fown in the North East of France
in an area called ‘Vosges' on the éth of
September 1840. He lived there until the
age of 18. His father, Charles Poirson, was
a stonemason, and his mother, Genevieve
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.

~ 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. Af
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
then decided fto 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.
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Elophe Poirson’s birth certificate, Archives départementales des Vosges
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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 laterin 1901.
His quality of life improved in correlation
with his promotions, and by the end of his
career, can be considered as belonging

fo 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 Emile 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 fo 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
fo 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.

Un Luthier par vocation

A IExposition universelle , dang la gec-
tion des instruments de musique, figura un
quatuor d’instruments i cordes quia été
envoyé par un exposant lyonnais.

Cet exposant se nomme Elophe Poirson,
il est commis principal au télégraphe, mais
c’est (surtout un luthier par vocation, et
cette vocation #’est révélée dans les circons-
tances suivantes :

Certain jour, M. Elophe Poirson laissa
tomber un violon qu’il tenait entre ses
maing, 'instruraent se brisa, et l'idée lui
vint ¢’en fabriquer lui-méme un autre.

Sans aucun des outils spéciaux, M. Poir-
son parvint & confeclionner un violon et, &
partir de ce jour, il e init & étudier tous les
travaux éerits sur la lutherie, construisant
de nouveaux insgliruments suxquels il appli-
quaitle résultat de ses recherches, de ses
méditations et de ses expériences acousti-
ques,

Un hasard heureux vint en sids 8 M, Poir-
son, Lurs d'un passago-a Lyos de M. Mar-
sick, lo vicloniste, il lni seumit un do ses
insirumsents, Marsick — of nous n’sxagé-
rou® rien — fut éraerveills, of davint lo pro-
tectens conveineu de ce luthier par voese
tion ; si convainea qu'il & adrsssé eux wes-
bras du jury, en faveur de son protégs, uve
letirs Qi lzguelle noug déiachons le peisags
8uivens g

« Noug somraes en présenca @'un vérita-
ble artists, d'un convaineu ayant la foi das
grands naifs sang laquelle toutart est ereux,
fanx et inultile.

« C'est pourquoi, messieurs, j’ai pris socs
ma respousubilité artisiique de fiire con -
vaitre les efforis dignes !d’encouragement
@'Elophe Poirgor, et vous présecter le pre~
mier résultat de res travavx, En ajoutent
que, gagns mmoi-méme nar son enthcu-
siagme, jo ne pouvais, artists ginedre, sous
peine de trahir notre grand art, refuser mon
appui el mes encouragemenis 4 up homme
que la simple vus d'un violoe remus au fond
de I'ame,

« Hlophe ‘Peirgon, messiours, j'en suis
convaineu, ferg honneur & son paya.

: « M.-P. MaRsIcK, »

M. Marsick a, on le reconrattra, dans la
maltiére une compétence ot une autorité qui
donnent quelque valeur & ses éloges,

La jury consacrara-t-il ces éloges par une
récompense ? Noue le souhaitons sincéres
mant.

e

(1) Extract of the newspaper « Le Salut public », 15-
16 August 1889, BNF



Elophe Poirson’'s mariage certificate, Archives municipales de Lyon




Nouveaux Outils pour Luthiers

MEDAILLE DARGENT, LYON 19094

ELOPHE POIRSON

48, Rue Franklin, LYON

Etan 2 Main Etan avee Machoires

. . breveté s. g . spécigles pour le collage des
Looking back on what we now know of his (m 2 & 50 E‘:)cnchesp‘.) PRIX :_:isfir.

life and output, his ‘hobby’ could certainly

be interpreted as professional, and his

quality of work was even rewarded several Pince-Barre Universel

. ur, Violons, Altos et Basses. PRIX - 3 ir. »
times. In 1889 he won a bronze medal W pourl Vialons,

at the Paris International Exhibition for a

quartet of instruments, and in 1901, at an

e — 2.

e i

Serre-joint en” Bronge d’Aluminium

exhibition in Lyon, he won a silver medal
Hauteur de volte, 3 eentimétres . . , Paix. 15 fr.
Avec tiges supplément pour Basses. . — 20 fr.

for some of his instfruments. Interestingly, in

i i i Ces étaux comportent deux vis de serrage eb
the Directory of Arfists and Dramatic and i e ependantes ¢b artioniéon o qui

. . . permet tous serrages drots, obliques et en com,
Musical Teaching, Instrumental Making of Trés commodes aussi p° doubler les bords des tables,

Elles sont faites de {outes formes sur commande

1895, Poirson’snameislisted asan ‘amateur

maker’ and ‘toolmaker’ In this and all . . o .
Directory of Artists, and Dramatic and Musical
directories from 1905 to 1909, he is listed Teaching, Instrumental Making, 1905, BNF
alongside the professional violin makers of

the fime such as P. Blanchard, thus hinting

strongly at Elophe’s ‘professionalization’.

Elophe Poirson

Indeed, Elophe Poirson was also a ki Aanlinr
toolmaker. He invented several tools to Médaillé en 1889, a Paris
repair and restore string instruments which 48. rue Frank'in
were all patented (see pictures). He was LYON

also known for his red varnish recipe and

having created a new chinrest considered Apeés 30 ans de recherches a enfin

the best around at the time by the violinist DRSO TR T W s
qui donne i ses Violons, Altos et Violon-

Martin Pierre Marsick. celles, la belle et facile sonorité des vieux
Italiens,

MENTONNIERE

A COUSSINS

Trés commode, pour Violon et Alto,
évitant aux jeunes éléves la déviation de
I'épaule.

Le célébre violomste MARSICK l'a
adoptée en disant que c’était cc que l'on
avait fait de mieux jusqu’i ce jour.

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 restorafion 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, Emile, 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 Franklinin Lyon, af the age
of 83.

(2) Catalogue lyonnais de I'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-tfaught maker. As aresult of him
having another full time job, he has always
been regarded as ‘an amateur maker’.
However, we can now state with relatfive
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 refrouve un violon signé
Poirson qui n'avait jamais érée dérable,
présentfant cependant de nombreuses
esquilles non recollées, par lesquelles son
vermis avait pénéfré. 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 fout a foit caractéristique de /'école
de Turin a la fin au XiXe siecle.’

(Translation: ‘We found a violin signed
Poirson which has never been opened
before but had o /ot of edge splinfers
missing through which the varnish had
penelrated. This proves that Poirson only
opened the instrurment fo put his mark and
label inside. On fop 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 fime 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
fools 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
atypicalitis also hard fo 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 instfruments 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
instfruments labelled with his name. | think
that varnishing was an important part of
his work but do not believe it to be his only
«specialityn: invention, creation, curiosity
and experimentation were also, fo me,

the other pillars of his oeuvre.



Violin by Elophe Poirson, 1898, pictures by Roland Terrier



Violin by Elophe Poirson, 1898, pictures by Roland Terrier



