The Nutcracker is one of the most popular ballets of our time. The first performance of
The Nutcracker took place in Russia in 1892 at the Mariinsky Theater in St. Petersburg,
Russia, and was performed by the Kirov Ballet. Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (pronounced
chai-KOFF-skee) adapted the ballet from a story called “The Nutcracker and the Mouse
King,” written by German author E.T.A. Hoffmann in 1816. Marius Petipa (PEH-teePAH), and his assistant Lev Ivanov, created the original choreography. At the premiere,
the ballet was deemed a complete failure. In fact, 25 years passed before anyone
outside of Russia performed it! A complete version of The Nutcracker was not
performed in the United States until 1944, when it was presented by the San Francisco
Ballet with choreography by William Christensen. It was the San Francisco Ballet that
began the tradition of presenting The Nutcracker every winter. The story of The
Nutcracker began in Germany, became a ballet in Russia, then spread all over the
world as a holiday tradition – many versions exist, but all celebrate the joy of the
holidays and the magic of dreams.

A form of theatrical dance (meant to be watched) that uses particular movements and
poses, especially lifting and extending the arms and legs as well as jumps and spins.
No words are spoken. The story is told through music and movements. Female
Ballerinas wear hard shoes, called pointe shoes, which allow them to dance on the tip of
their toes. Men wear soft ballet slippers.
Ballet became popular and started being taught formally in France during the rule of
King Louis XIV, so most ballet terms are in French.
Other dance styles include:
Ethnic/Traditional: Any dance form developed by a particular culture, like African,
Spanish, Russian, Chinese, Cuban, Hawaiian, etc. In The Nutcracker, several types of
ethnic dance are performed.
Jazz: The truly American dance form. Originated in America, this form combines
elements of African, modern, and ballet.
Modern: A dance form that originated around the turn of the century in both Europe and
America. Isadora Duncan, known as the “mother of modern dance,” began dancing
barefoot and without the traditional ballet costumes as a rebellion against the
constraints of ballet. Modern dance is based on the feet being parallel from the hips,
rather than turned out as they are in ballet.
Social: Any dance form that people enjoy when they are gathered together. Ballroom
dancing, street dancing, and folk dancing fit into this category.

Arabesque (ah-rah-besk) - the position of the body supported on one leg, with the other
leg extended straight behind the body.
Ballerina – a female ballet dancer. A Prima Ballerina is a star female ballet dancer.
Bourrée (bor-ray) - A classical ballet movement in which the dancer glides across the
floor on their toes with tiny steps.
Choreography – the art of composing dances; planning and arranging the movements,
steps, and patterns of dancers.

Costumes – the clothes worn on stage to help show a dancer’s character.
Danseur (dan-sur) – a male ballet dancer. A Premier Danseur is a star male ballet
dancer.
Grand Jeté (grahn jeh-tay) - jeté means to jump or leap, and grand means big, so a
grand jeté is a big leap.
Lift - when a dancer’s feet leave the floor and they are supported by another dancer.
Watch for a number of these during The Nutcracker!
March – music with an even two- or four-beat pattern, with the first beat emphasized.
Pas de Deux (pah deh doo) – a dance done by partners, French for "Step of Two." By
dancing with a partner a ballerina can jump higher, take positions she would never be
able to on her own, and "float" about the stage as she is carried by her partner. A
partner allows a man to show off his strength.
Pirouette (PEER-oo-WHET) –a spin around on one foot, one of the most difficult of all
ballet steps. To do a pirouette, you must make a complete turn around yourself, while
balancing on one foot.
Plié – to bend; a position where a dancer bends their knees while their feet remain on
the ground.
Props – short for properties, the objects used by the performers on stage, including
furniture and decoration.
Relevé – to rise; dancers lift their heels, staying on just their toes.
Sauté – to jump; done after a plié; dancers spring into the air stretching their legs.
Scenery – the backdrops and set pieces, which set the place and time of the
performance.
Score – the written music, usually written for each specific instrument.
Solos – dances done by a single person.
Tempo – the speed at which music is played by the orchestra.
Tutu – a fluffy skirt that allows a ballerina’s legs to be seen. The short kind is called a
“platter,” the longer “romantic.”

Guests are arriving for a Christmas Eve party at the home of Masha and her family.
Masha’s Godfather, the eccentric Herr Drosselmeyer, arrives with toys for all the
children and a mysterious vision of something special in store for Masha. With the party
in progress, Drosselmeyer produces another wonderful surprise, life-size dolls, who
dance to the children’s delight. He then presents Masha with a special gift, a wooden
nutcracker in the shape of a soldier, a strange gift for a little girl; but Masha falls in love
with the doll and proudly shows it to everyone. Her brother, wanting the Nutcracker for
himself, breaks the doll. Masha is heartbroken, but Drosselmeyer fixes the Nutcracker
to everyone’s relief.
As the party comes to an end, the children are sent off to bed. Masha however, is too
excited to sleep, and she sneaks downstairs to be with her new Nutcracker doll. Strange
things begin to happen. Huge mice almost as big as she, scurry across the floor. The
clock strikes midnight and her whole house begins to transform. The Christmas tree
grows to an enormous size, and a great battle ensues between the mice, led by the
Mouse King, and the Nutcracker, now life-sized, leading an army of toy soldiers. It looks
as though the Mouse King might win the battle when, just in time, Masha steps in and
hits him with her shoe, distracting him so that the Nutcracker can kill him. The mice
carry off their fallen leader. The Nutcracker transforms into a Prince and leads Masha
on a fantastic journey, which begins with the wintry Kingdom of Snow. The entire Snow
Kingdom sends Masha on to the Sugar Plum Fairy’s palace in the magical Land of the
Sweets.
Masha and the Prince arrive in the Land of the Sweets and the Prince describes
Masha’s brave deed. The Sugar Plum Fairy orders the inhabitants to celebrate. This
section is made up of a group of dances, performed to some of the best-known
melodies from the ballet:
Chocolate - Spanish Dance – “Chocolate” is a Spanish flavored dance; listen for
castanets.
Coffee - Arabian Dance – An Arabian dance. Often the dancer wears Zills, or finger
cymbals, and clink them during the dance.
Tea - Chinese Dance– A Chinese-influenced dance; listen for the glockenspiel.
Trepak - Russian Dance– A trepak is a fiery Russian dance set to a simple beat. In a
trepak, the dancer squats and kicks out each foot alternately.
Dance of the Flutes– Also called “The Dance of the Toy Flutes.”
Mother Ginger & The Gingerbread Cookies – Mother Ginger greets Masha and her
Prince, then has her little children, the Gingerbread Cookies, dance in their honor.

Waltz of the Flowers– In the Land of Sweets, even the flowers dance for Masha and
the Prince.
Dance of the Sugarplum Fairy– The Sugar Plum Fairy and her partner perform a
series of dances, including a pas de deux, a ballet duet.
Waltz Finale– The visit to the Land of the Sweets ends with a grand waltz.
After the Sugar Plum Fairy waves goodbye, Masha awakens with a start and finds her
Nutcracker back under the tree. She runs to hug her beloved Nutcracker, and is left to
wonder if it was all a dream.
Note: The State Ballet Theatre of Russia calls her Masha, while other ballets often call her Clara and the
book calls her Marie.

Before viewing the ballet, you can acquaint students with the story by reading aloud The
Nutcracker and the Mouse King by E. T. A. Hoffmann.
Provide a prompt for illustrating or writing a reaction to the story.
Some sample prompts include:
"My favorite part of The Nutcracker story is. . . "
"The scariest part of The Nutcracker story is . . ."
"The saddest part of The Nutcracker story is . . ."
"The happiest part of The Nutcracker story is . . ."

Topics for classroom discussion before or after viewing performance:
Where does the story take place?
When does it take place?
Who is the main character of the story?
What is she like/how would you describe her?
Who are some of the other characters? (Students' focus should be directed to
Godfather Drosselmeier, Nutcracker Prince, Sugar Plum Fairy)
What is each like/how would you describe him/her?
What do they do in the story?
What is Marie’s special present?

What strange things happen at midnight?
What happens to Marie's Nutcracker?
How does Marie save the Nutcracker?
Where does the Prince take Marie?
How does the story end?

Discussion/Writing prompts:
What did you see at The Nutcracker?
What did you hear at The Nutcracker?
How did the ballet make you feel?
What did their costumes tell you about the characters?
What did their dances tell you about them?
How did the sound of the music help you understand what was happening on stage?
What was your favorite part/character of the ballet?
Was there any part of the ballet that you did not like? Why?

Analyze:
How was the story told?
How did the dancing help you understand the action?
Who were the main characters?
Did their costumes or dancing help you understand who they were?
What did the characters do?
How did they relate to one another?
How did dance help you understand this?

Interpret:
How did The Nutcracker make you feel?
Did it remind you of other experiences (at the theater or movies)?

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky was born in a secluded part of Russia called Kamsko-Votkinsk
in 1840 far from city life. From the time he was very small, he heard the beautiful folk
music of the Russian countryside playing all around him. Even after he grew up and
moved to the great cities to study and write for classical orchestras, this music
influenced his work. Tchaikovsky had piano lessons when he was a child but got a
regular education and worked for the government before settling down to study music
seriously at the age of twenty. He studied at the St. Petersburg Conservatory and went
on to teach at the Moscow Conservatory by the time he was twenty-six. Tchaikovsky
wrote many textbooks for music students and he also served as music critic for a major
newspaper. He was lucky enough to be recognized as a great composer in his own time
as well as in the years since his death.
Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s music was known for its emotional and highly individual style. Many
people believe that Tchaikovsky’s own unhappy life put the brooding sound in his music.
Tchaikovsky wrote many symphonies, operas and concerti but only three ballet scores.
These three, written in the last years of his life, just happen to be the three most popular
ballets of all time: Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty, and The Nutcracker.
Listen to The Nutcracker here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w1nzCDUNf-0

Discussion Prompts:
Start listening to the music of this holiday season and you will find that the music from
The Nutcracker is used everywhere!
Ask students to list some places where you hear music from The Nutcracker.
Play selections from The Nutcracker for the class.
Identify which part of the story the music accompanies. As the music plays, ask
students to free write about what they envision is happening in the scene based on what
is happening with the music (tempo, increased volume, or intensity, etc.). Responses
should be detailed and should provide more information than what was given in the
story.

Marius Petipa is considered one of the greatest choreographers of all time. He
researched the subject matter of the ballets he staged, making careful and detailed
preparations for each production, and then worked closely with the designer and
composer. As the Chief Choreographer for the Mariinsky Ballet, Petipa brought the
Russian ballet to international fame and laid the cornerstone for 20th Century ballet.
A choreographer is the person who makes the dances. He or she takes their
ideas and puts them together in movement and patterns to the music creating a total
piece of art from start to finish. There have been many different choreographers of The
Nutcracker over the years. You could even choreograph your own version!
One of the best and most-loved parts of The Nutcracker is the snow scene.
Petipa had to think about what it would be like to make dancers look and dance like
snow.
Let’s try this:
Can you think of 20 words to describe snow?
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(from http://krokotak.com/2012/11/snowflake-ballerinas-for-little-hands/)

Step 1: Print out the ballerina template (See page after instructions). Fold in half on the
dotted line and let the child do the cutting.

Step 2: Fold a different square piece of paper in half 3 times to make a triangle.

Step 3: Cut into the folded triangle to make snowflake designs.
Step 4. After the skirt has been cut out, fold it in two and make a slit to insert the
ballerina. Unfold only when the figure is already in place.
You can string several ballerinas together to make a beautiful garland!

