
THE NUTCRACKER 

The Nutcracker premiered in 1892 at the Imperial Mariinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg, 

Russia. It had originally premiered as part of a double-bill program alongside an opera called 

Iolanta. After his success with Sleeping Beauty, Pytor Ilych Tchaikovsky was commissioned to 

compose both a ballet and an opera for the Imperial Theatres. For the ballet he would again 

work with Marius Petipa for the choreography. Petipa chose a story adaption called “The Story 

of the Nutcracker” by Alexandre Dumas which was adapted from from an E.T.A. Hoffmann story 

called “The Nutcracker and the Mouse King.” During production of The Nutcracker ballet Petipa 

became ill and could no longer work on the project. His assistant of 7 years, Lev Ivanov, took 

over choreography.  

This first production of The Nutcracker was not an immediate success at first. Since the 

ballet had been paired with Tchaikovsky’s last opera, Iolanta it ended well past midnight. Critics 

may have been too tired to give it a fair assessment. Critics also had a problem with the casting 

of children in main parts of the ballet. It has since gone through several versions as well as 

different character names. For example, the main character has been called either Clara or 

Marie. Today The Nutcracker is one of the most beloved Christmas ballets in America. 

It is Christmas Eve and family and friends have gathered at Clara’s house for a party to 

decorate a Christmas tree.  When the tree is finished the children are called in and everyone 

admires the beauty of the tree. The party begins, a march is played and presents are handed 

out. A mysterious figure enters the room and this turns out to be Herr Drosselmeyer, a 

toymaker and Clara/Marie’s godfather. He has brought gifts for the children which include four 

lifelike dolls that dance for everyone. The dolls are put away for safekeeping but Drosselmeyer 

has another toy to give, a wooden nutcracker carved into the shape of a soldier. The other 

children have no interest in it but Clara finds it fascinating. Fritz, Clara’s brother, takes the 

nutcracker from her and breaks it.  

Later that night, after everyone has gone to bed, Clara goes to check on the Nutcracker. 

Just as she reaches the little bed he is laying in the clock strikes midnight. All of a sudden the 

Christmas tree begins to grow larger and mice begin to fill the room. The Nutcracker also 

becomes life size.  Suddenly Clara is in the middle of a battle between an army of soldiers, led 

by the Nutcracker and the mice, led by their Mouse King.  As the Mouse King comes for the 

nutcracker Clara throws her slipper at him which distracts him enough so that the Nutcracker 

can attack him. Defeated, the mice retreat and the Nutcracker transforms into a handsome 

Prince.   

Clara and the Prince travel to the magnificent Land of Sweets which has been ruled by 

the Sugar Plum fairy in the Prince’s absence. The Prince tells the Sugar Plum fairy of how Clara 



saved him and helped him transform back into himself. In honor of Clara, there is a celebration 

of sweets from around the world. There is tea from China, candy canes from Russia, and 

chocolate from Spain. The sweets all dance for Clara and there are other characters that come 

to celebrate as well such as Mother Ginger and her Polichinelles children and a string of 

beautiful flowers that perform a waltz. To end the evening, the Sugar Plum fairy and her 

Cavalier perform a pas de deux. Everyone comes together and performs one final dance. The 

Sugar Plum fairy escorts Clara and the Prince off of their thrones and into an awaiting sleigh 

that is pulled by reindeer. It takes off with Clara and the Prince waving goodbye to everyone.  

 Photographic postcard of the ballerina Olga Preobrajenskaya 

(1871-1962) as the Sugarplum Fairy & the danseur Nikolai Legat (1869-1937) as Prince Coqueluche in 

the Imperial Ballet's original production. unkown photographer 

 

 


