
SWAN LAKE 

 

Swan Lake was composed by Russian composer Pytor (Peter) Ilyich 

Tchaikovsky in 1875-76. This was Tchaikovsky’s first ballet score. Julius Reisinger was 

the choreographer for the original production. Swan Lake premiered at the Bolshoi 

Theatre in Moscow with the Bolshoi Ballet on March 4, 1877. The premiere was not well 

liked by critics. They complained about the set design, dancers and even the music. 

Despite this negative start, Swan Lake has become one of the most popular ballets to 

be performed and the score is seen as one of Tchaikovsky’s most valuable works. 

In 1895, the choreography of Swan Lake was reworked by Marius Petipa and Lev 

Ivanov and was performed during their St. Petersburg performance. Their version of 

Swan Lake remains the most popular version.  

Swan Lake begins on the day of Prince Siegfried’s 21st birthday celebration. 

There will be a giant ball held the next evening with many guests. At this ball the 

Prince’s mother wants him to choose a wife from the party guests but the Prince 

wants to marry for love and not just because he has to. Upset by his mother’s demand, 

Prince Siegfried decides to leave the palace and head into the forest to hunt.  

Near a lake in the forest, as the sun is going down, he meets a beautiful girl 

named Odette. Odette tells Prince Siegfried that she and other girls have been cursed 

by the sorcerer von Rothbart. During the day they are swans that live on the lake that 

was formed by the tears of their families.  When the sun goes down they transform 

into human form. The only way to break the curse is a vow of love.  The two spend the 

evening getting to know each other and quickly fall in love. But just as the Prince is 

about to tell Odette he loves her, the evil sorcerer intervenes. He commands that all of 

the girls dance on the lake so that the prince will not reach them.  

At his formal birthday ball, Prince Siegfried sees who he thinks is Odette 

dressed in black but it’s not! It is the sorcerer’s daughter, Odile, who has been 

enchanted to look like Odette. The Prince confesses his love to her and proposes 

marriage. The true Odette had been watching from the window and after she sees the 

prince propose she flees into the night. Odile’s true identity is revealed and the prince 

rushes into the night to find Odette.   



Odette and Prince Siegfried are reunited at the lake of tears. Odette forgives 

Prince Siegfried and the two realize that they never want to be apart. Here the story 

may end in two different ways:  The Prince fights the evil sorcerer and wins or the 

Prince and Odette dive into the lake and are forever together in the after world.  
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