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History of the Moulin Rouge

The Moulin Rouge, an iconic symbol of Parisian nightlife, is a cabaret that
has captured the imagination of millions since its inception in the late 19th
century. Situated in the heart of the Montmartre district, this vibrant venue
has played a pivotal role in the development of French entertainment, dance,
and art. Founded in 1889, the Moulin Rouge is synonymous with the can-can
dance and has been a muse for artists, writers, and filmmakers alike. This
article delves into the rich and colorful history of the Moulin Rouge,



exploring its origins, evolution, and cultural impact.

Origins of the Moulin Rouge

The Moulin Rouge was established during a time of great change and growth in
Paris. The city was expanding rapidly, and the Belle Epoque period was just
beginning. Here are some key points about the origins of this legendary
cabaret:

- Founders: The Moulin Rouge was founded by Joseph Oller and Charles Zidler,
both experienced showmen who had previously worked in the entertainment
industry.

- Location: The cabaret was built near the foot of the Montmartre hill, an
area known for its bohemian atmosphere and vibrant artistic community.

- Design: The name "Moulin Rouge" translates to "Red Mill," inspired by the
windmill that topped the building. The striking red color of the mill and the
building itself became a defining characteristic of the venue.

The venue opened its doors on October 6, 1889, and quickly became a popular
destination for Parisians and tourists alike. It was designed to cater to a
diverse audience, offering lively entertainment and a sense of indulgence
that was characteristic of the time.

The Rise of the Can-Can

One of the defining features of the Moulin Rouge is the can-can dance, which
emerged as a popular form of entertainment during the establishment's early
days.

- Origins of the Can-Can: The can-can dance has its roots in the music halls
of Paris, evolving from earlier folk dances. It became a sensational and
highly energetic dance characterized by high kicks, splits, and extravagant
costumes.

- The First Performers: The Moulin Rouge showcased some of the first can-can
dancers, known as "les femmes de Paris." These dancers captivated audiences
with their lively performances, often wearing colorful skirts and corsets.

- Cultural Significance: The can-can quickly became a symbol of the Moulin
Rouge and the larger Belle Epoque era, representing liberation, joy, and the
spirit of the time.

The popularity of the can-can not only helped the Moulin Rouge thrive but
also influenced dance styles and performances across Europe and beyond.



Artistic Impact and Cultural Influence

Over the years, the Moulin Rouge has attracted numerous artists and
performers, solidifying its status as a cultural landmark.

Artists and Performers

- Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec: One of the most famous artists associated with
the Moulin Rouge, Toulouse-Lautrec was known for his vibrant posters that
depicted the cabaret's dancers and performers. His works captured the essence
of the nightlife and the energy of the can-can.

- Josephine Baker: An American expatriate, Baker rose to fame in the 1920s at
the Moulin Rouge, enchanting audiences with her unique style and undeniable
talent.

- Edith Piaf: The legendary French singer performed at the Moulin Rouge,
further enhancing its reputation as a hub for musical talent.

The Moulin Rouge has also been the subject of numerous artistic
interpretations, including films, music, and literature. Its rich history and
vibrant atmosphere have inspired countless works, allowing the venue to
remain relevant in contemporary culture.

Film and Media

Several films and documentaries have chronicled the story of the Moulin
Rouge, bringing its history to a broader audience:

- Moulin Rouge! (2001): Directed by Baz Luhrmann, this musical film
reimagined the cabaret's history, blending romance, drama, and a modern
soundtrack. The film received critical acclaim and renewed interest in the
Moulin Rouge.

- Documentaries: Various documentaries have explored the venue's historical
significance, showcasing performances and the artistic community that
surrounds it.

These films have played a crucial role in preserving the legacy of the Moulin
Rouge and introducing it to new generations.

The Moulin Rouge in the 20th Century

As the 20th century progressed, the Moulin Rouge continued to evolve,
adapting to changes in society and culture.



World Wars and Resilience

The two World Wars significantly impacted the entertainment industry in
Paris. However, the Moulin Rouge demonstrated remarkable resilience:

- World War I: During the war, many cabarets closed or struggled to survive.
However, the Moulin Rouge managed to remain open, providing a sense of
normalcy and entertainment in turbulent times.

- World War II: Under the German occupation, the Moulin Rouge faced
challenges, as many performers were forced to leave Paris. Despite this, the
venue continued to operate, albeit under strict regulations.

The post-war era saw a resurgence in popularity, as people sought joy and
escapism after years of conflict.

Modern Era and Rebirth

With the onset of the late 20th century, the Moulin Rouge underwent
renovations and revitalization efforts:

- Restoration: In the 1980s, the Moulin Rouge was restored to its former
glory, complete with the iconic red windmill and a refreshed interior.

- New Performances: The venue introduced new shows that combined traditional
can-can performances with modern theatrical elements, appealing to both
locals and tourists.

- Continued Popularity: Today, the Moulin Rouge is one of the most visited
cabarets in the world, drawing in approximately 600,000 visitors annually.

The Moulin Rouge's ability to adapt while preserving its rich history has
allowed it to remain a beloved institution in Paris.

Conclusion

The Moulin Rouge is more than just a cabaret; it is a cultural landmark that
has transcended time and trends. From its origins in the Belle Epoque to its
status as a modern-day entertainment powerhouse, the Moulin Rouge has played
a significant role in the history of Paris and the world of performing arts.
Its legacy continues to inspire artists, dancers, and performers while
enchanting visitors with its vibrant shows and storied past. The Moulin Rouge
remains a testament to the enduring spirit of creativity and the power of
performance, ensuring that its history will be celebrated for generations to
come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What year was the Moulin Rouge opened?

The Moulin Rouge was opened in 1889.

Who were the founders of the Moulin Rouge?
The Moulin Rouge was founded by Joseph Oller and Charles Zidler.

What is the significance of the iconic red windmill?

The red windmill is a symbol of the Moulin Rouge and represents the artistic
and bohemian spirit of Paris during the Belle Epoque era.

Which famous artist is associated with the Moulin
Rouge?

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec is famously associated with the Moulin Rouge,
creating many iconic posters and artworks depicting its performers.

What type of performances is the Moulin Rouge known
for?

The Moulin Rouge is known for its cabaret performances, including can-can
dancing and musical shows.

How has the Moulin Rouge influenced popular culture?

The Moulin Rouge has influenced popular culture through films, musicals, and
literature, most notably the 2001 film 'Moulin Rouge!' directed by Baz
Luhrmann.
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