
 

The Nutcracker 
Music by Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 

This guide is for teachers to prepare students for the upcoming performance. 

 

www.southerncaliforniaballet.org 



What is the student going to see? 

A ballet -  a theatrical danced art form performed on a stage to an audience utilizing 

costumes, scenery and lighting. A ballet can tell a story or express a thought or emotion. 

Ballet can be magical, exciting, provoking or disturbing.  

What is ballet? 

Ballet is an art form created by the movement of the human 

body.   It’s a unique way of dancing. 

Ballet originated in the Italian Renaissance courts of the 15th 

century. Noblemen and women were treated to lavish events, 

especially wedding celebrations, where dancing and music 

created an elaborate spectacle. Dancing masters taught the 

steps to the nobility, and the court participated in the 

performances.  

 

Early classical ballets such 

as Giselle and La Sylphide were 

created during the Romantic 

Movement in the first half of the 19th 

century. This movement influenced 

art, music and ballet. This is also the 

period of time when dancing on the 

tips of the toes, known as pointe 

work, became the norm for the ballerina. The romantic tutu, a calf-

length, full skirt made of tulle, was introduced. 

  

 

The popularity of ballet soared in Russia, and 

during the latter half of the 19th century, Russian 

choreographers and composers took it to new 

heights. Marius Petipa’s The Nutcracker, The 

Sleeping Beauty and Swan Lake, by Petipa and 

Lev Ivanov, represent classical ballet in its 

grandest form. The main purpose was to display 

classical technique — pointe work, high 

extensions, precision of movement and turn-out 

(the outward rotation of the legs from the hip) to 

the fullest. The classical tutu, much shorter and 

stiffer than the romantic tutu, was introduced at 

this time to reveal a ballerina’s legs and the 

difficulty of her movements and footwork.  
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What are pointe shoes? 

Pointe shoes are specially-made shoes worn by ballerinas to 
allow them to dance on the tips of their toes. 

Learning to dance on pointe is very painful, but a ballerina makes 
dancing on pointe look very easy. Dancers will spin, balance and 
hop on pointe which takes years to perfect. 

The tip of the shoe is a rigid box made of densely packed layers 
of fabric, cardboard and/or paper hardened by glue. The dancer 
depends on it to be extremely sturdy: the entire weight of her body 
is balanced on a small platform in that box! The rest of the shoe is 
made of leather, cotton and satin. 

Each shoe is custom hand-made to fit each dancer's specifications. No two pairs of pointe shoes 
are identical. Pointe shoes cost about $80 a pair and depending on the dancer can last one 
performance or a few weeks.   

Here’s some dance vocabulary: 

Choreographer:  Someone who makes dances.  Originally the word meant someone who records 
dances, but has come to mean the person responsible for the design of movement in ballet.  

Corps de ballet:  Dancers who appear only in large groups.  The corps de ballet is the backbone 
of every ballet company.  

Divertissement:  From the French: entertainment or enjoyment. A short dance inserted between 
the acts of a classic or story ballet designed to show off the technical ability of the featured  
dancer(s).  

Pas:  From French, meaning “step.” A simple step or compound movement, which involves a 
transfer of weight. “Pas” can also be used to describe a dance by a soloist.  

Pas de deux:  A dance for two people.  

Pirouette:  A complete turn of the body on one foot.  

Plie:  From the French plier, to bend.  In the classic dance, this is a bending of the knees, with the 
knees wide open and the feet turned outward.  A dancer can’t jump without doing a plie first. 

Tutu:  A skirt used in classical ballet made of many layers of tulle or netting. The classical tutu 
rests high on the leg so that the movements made by the ballerina’s legs are clearly visible. A 
romantic tutu is longer, falling at mid-calf.  

 

Let’s use our vocabulary… 

This is a picture of Southern California 

Ballet’s corps de ballet in a divertissement 

wearing romantic tutus from The Sleeping 

Beauty choreographed by Sylvia Palmer. 



How and when The Nutcracker ballet was made... 

The Nutcracker ballet was created in 1892 in Russia, which at the time was ruled by a Czar. In the 

capitol, St. Petersburg, the famous Imperial Theatre School and the Mariinsky Theater were 

supported by the royal family. Respect for art and music was a highly regarded czarist tradition.  

The Imperial Theater regularly created music, opera and ballet programs for the entertainment of 

the Czar. The Theater’s director, I. A. Vsevolozhsky, decided to create a ballet based on a rather 

dark story, The Nutcracker and the Mouse King. Written in 1816 by German Romantic author 

E.T.A. Hoffmann, the story was widely known in Russia. It had been adapted in 1844 by French 

author Alexandre Dumas (author of The Three Musketeers), whose version is seen by some as a 

simpler, lighter and less frightening story.  

Marius Petipa, the ballet master at the Imperial School, was given the task of translating the story 

into ballet. Because he didn’t read German, he wasn’t familiar with Hoffmann’s book and instead 

used Dumas’ revision (Histoire d'un casse-noisette) as the basis for the ballet.  

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky was contracted to create the score. Petipa and Tchaikovsky had worked 

together on the very successful 1890 ballet The Sleeping Beauty. Petipa gave Tchaikovsky 

detailed instructions to compose the music, even down to the number of bars and the tempo. 

Petipa had planned out the choreography and gave inspiration on style and feel of the music. 

 

The Nutcracker premiered at the Mariinsky Theatre in 

December 1892, along with Tchaikovsky’s opera, Iolanta, 

which was performed first. (In France it was common to 

perform a ballet following an opera; Russia sometimes 

adopted this French tradition.) The audience and critical 

reaction to the ballet was mixed. Critics generally liked the 

“snow” scene, but were annoyed with the prominence of 

children in the ballet, the deviation from the original Hoffmann 

tale, and the fact that the showcase for the ballerina (the 

“Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy”) didn’t occur until almost 

midnight (due to Iolanthe being staged first).  

The score was much better-received, and was recognized by most critics for its beauty and 

inspirational melodies.  

The ballet wasn’t particularly popular in 

Russia and was performed only 

sporadically and in shortened versions for 

several decades. It was first performed in 

Great Britain in 1934 and was brought to 

the United States in 1944 (first performed 

by San Francisco Opera Ballet). George 

Balachine’s 1954 version for New York City 

Ballet popularized the ballet, and it soon 

became a Christmas holiday tradition in the 

U.S.  

Original cast of The Nutcracker, 1892 



About the composer 

 Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky was born in Kamsko-Votinsk, 

Russia on May 7, 1840. He was a precocious child who could 

read French and German at the age of six, and at age seven 

was writing verses in French. He began taking piano lessons 

when he was seven years old. He showed an ultra-sensitivity to 

music and had a delicate musical ear.  

 In 1850 his family moved to St. Petersburg where he 

attended school. He was mildly interested in music and at age 

14 began attempting composition. By the time he graduated from 

the School of Jurisprudence in 1859 and had started work as a 

clerk, his family had lost most of its money due to bad 

investments. Tchaikovsky ended up making a great deal of 

money during his life, but gave away much of it and freely spent 

the rest.  

 At age twenty-one he began to study music seriously. 

He worked with Nicolia Zaremba until the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory opened in 1862. He was one of the best students 

at the conservatory and in 1866 he moved to Moscow to be a harmony teacher for the Moscow 

Conservatory. He led a quiet life there, teaching and composing. In 1877, a wealthy widow started to 

subsidize Tchaikovsky, a relationship that was to last fourteen years. However, there was one 

strange condition to the widow's financial support - they were never to meet. With this financial 

independence, he was able to resign from the Conservatory in 1878.  

 

 Ballet music during Tchaikovsky's time 

was largely considered unimaginative. The 

music world, however, was astonished when 

Tchaikovsky, a great composer, would "stoop 

so low" when he first composed Swan Lake in 

1877 which is considered one of the most 

popular ballets ever composed for its broad 

public appeal. Tchaikovsky showed an 

unprecedented mastery of the art, creating 

vivid orchestrations, effective themes and 

melodies that flawlessly matched physical 

movements.  He went on to compose two more 

full-length ballets that would become enduring 

masterworks of the genre: The Sleeping 

Beauty and The Nutcracker . 

 In his later years, Tchaikovsky's fame and activity extended to all of Europe and he had an 

immensely successful tour in the United States in 1891.  He died of cholera (a disease of the small 

intestine)  on November 6, 1893 and never knew of the outstanding success of his Sixth Symphony 

named Pathétique which was first heard in October 1893. 

Painting of Tchaikovsky by Nikolay Kuznetsov, 1893  

Photo credit: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Portr%

C3%A4t_des_Komponisten_Pjotr_I._Tschaikowski_

(1840-1893).jpg 

Swan Lake 



The summary of Southern California Ballet’s The Nutcracker 

ACT 1 

Prologue with Herr Drosselmeyer & Ragamuffin:  Once upon a time in 

the winter of 1892… 

Scene One - The Stahlbaum’s House 

Dr. and Mrs. Stahlbaum welcome their guests to a Christmas party. 

Herr Drosselmeyer is the last to arrive, and he brings his life-sized dolls 

to entertain the children. He also brings a lovely, wooden nutcracker for 

Clara. Fritz is jealous, so he chases Clara and knocks the nutcracker 

from her grasp. Herr Drosselmeyer quickly retrieves it for Clara, for this 

is no ordinary toy.  

CAST 

Hosts: Frau Stahlbaum, Dr. Stahlbaum , Clara & Fritz 

Guests: Colonel Barnhardt & Frau Barnhardt; Professor Heimbaugh 

& Frau Heimbaugh; Mayor Sachs  & Frau Sachs ; Maestro Strauss 

Frau Strauss;  Cousin Franz & Louisa; and all their children 

Grandparents: Grandpere Stahlbaum & Grandmere Stahlbaum 

The Maid & the Dolls: Columbine, Harlequin, Viviandre & Soldier 

Doll 

 

Scene Two - Time Suspended  - The Battle 

Later when the other guests have gone, Drosselmeyer uses magic to 

suspend time at the Stahlbaum house. He takes Clara into a world of 

fantasy. As the fantasy unfolds, life-sized mice begin to appear in 

Clara’s living room. The Christmas tree grows into gigantic proportions. 

Soldiers and gingerbreads arrive and battle the mice. The nutcracker 

comes to life and fights the ugly Mouse King. Clara tries to help the 

nutcracker. Finally, the Mouse King falls. Clara cries for she believes 

her nutcracker has vanished. Instead, the spell is broken and a 

handsome prince emerges.   

CAST 

The Mice: Silly Sally, Bossy Betsy, Hermione Hoot, Sneaky Sue, 
Klutsy Klaudia, Gloria Giggles, Fussy Floria , lsie Eeeek, Roudy 
Rita, Laughing Lolly, Dizzy Donna & Gadabout Gertie 

Gingerbreads: Crumb, Splat, Crumble, Sweep, Ginger & Spice 

Soldiers: Sergeant Un, Deux, Trois, Quatre, Cinq, Six, Sept & Huit 

The Nutcracker Prince & Czar Mouse 

Scene Three - Land of Snow 

The Nutcracker Prince takes Clara on a magical journey that begins at 

the Land of Snow. They soon meet the beautiful Snow Queen and her 

Cavalier.   

CAST 

Snow Queen and King; the Snowflakes, Skaters and Snowman 

 



… continuation of the story 

ACT 2 - Journey to the Sugar Plum Palace 

Later at the Kingdom of Sweets, the Sugar Plum Fairy 

and her entourage of delicacies from all over the world 

pay tribute with magnificent entertainment in the young 

couple’s honor. Eventually, the dream must come to an 

end, and they all gather to bid farewell.   

CAST 

Sugar Plum Fairy & the Cavalier 

Les Bons Bons and Rosebuds 

Spanish Chocolate 

Arabian Coffee 

Chinese Tea 

Russian Trepak 

Mother Gigonne & Mirlitons 

Waltz of the Flowers and Butterflies 

Our Scenery and Costumes 

 

Set Design by Catherine Hand 

Costume Designs by Catherine Hand, Marjorie 
Cutting, Susan Sachs 

 

 

 

 

 

Inspired by her mother’s legacy and her own travel 
in Russia, Catherine Hand designed backdrops rich 
in Russian art and architecture for SCB’s perfor-
mance. “I changed the walls of Red Square into 
strawberry shortcake. The Russian dachas (country 
cottages) became gingerbread houses dripping with 
icing. The onion domes were painted like crystalline 
candy-coated confections, the pillars, candy canes 
of exotic marzipan colors.”  Hand’s quote from East 
Coast Magazine, Nov 2010. 



About Southern California Ballet 

 Our mission is to provide enrichment, education, outreach and public entertainment for the 

community through the art of dance, and to provide performance and artistic opportunities for 

dedicated young dancers.  

 Our studios are located in Rancho Bernardo, very close to Ranch Bernardo High School. 

 SCB is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization and relies on earned income from performances, 

tuition, donations and grants to produce excellence in dance education. 

 We produce three major productions on a yearly basis. At Christmas, it’s The Nutcracker, with 

other performances taking place in the spring and at the end of summer. 

 Our mainstage performances take place at the Poway Center for the Performing Arts next to 

Poway High School. 

 In 2017-18, SCB plans to perform at community events such as RB Alive, Fiesta de los 

Penasquitos and at the seniors homes, Casa de las Campanas and The Remmington Club. 

 SCB runs an Academy of dance offering a variety of classes for all ages on a year round basis.  

Students may take ballet, tap, character, jazz, modern, hip-hop and creative dance. 

 The Nutcracker is danced by students from our academy and company who have trained in 

ballet, character and other styles of dance. 

 Most of our students are from San Diego, Poway, Scripps Ranch, Escondido, and San Marcos 

and attend PUSD schools such as Rancho Bernardo High, Poway High, Westview, Oak Valley 

Middle, Mesa Verde Middle, Chaparral Elementary, Creekside Elementary, and the list goes on. 

Many students are home-schooled too. 

 Each student in the ballet company is required to dance 15 hours per week. Time in the studio 

is crucial to becoming a skilled dancer. Practice, practice, practice! 


