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INTRODUCTION

Great American Dance Learning Guide

The goal of the Great American Dance Learning Guide is to help students engage fully with the dance performances featured 
in the Lincoln Center at the Movies inaugural season. It is suitable for those who are already dance lovers and those who have 
no previous dance experience. Each guide enables educators to engage students in experiencing the thrill of the artistic process, 
and in understanding how artists think as they develop their work, how they face artistic challenges and make important choices 
before they present the world with their creations. 

The guide has been created by LCE Teaching Artists who work in pre-K–12 and Higher Education classrooms throughout New 
York City and the tristate area, and are mindful of the learner of any age. In the guide, you will find information about dance 
and different takes on the performances in film, books, and other media. There are three lessons with activities and discussion 
questions that prepare students for the performance they will see on film, and a lesson that makes them reflect on the 
performance with a wholly different point of view after they’ve seen it. These lessons are flexible, so teachers can adapt them to 
specific grade levels and student populations in-school and out-of-school. Most important, the lessons have been designed for 
anyone curious about the art of dance.

http://LincolnCenterEducation.org
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WELCOME

Welcome to the Great American Dance Learning Guide for families with children. This arts appreciation 
study guide can be included as part of your homeschool program or can be enjoyed just for fun! It is 
composed of four lesson plans designed around George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York 
City Ballet: three “before the performance” lessons and one “after the performance” lesson. 

We strongly encourage you to read through each lesson before sharing it with your child(ren), so 
that you can familiarize yourself with the pace of the activities, the discussion questions, and the 
suggestions for online resources should you wish to include them. We recommend that you provide 
your child(ren) with a basic narrative of The Nutcracker story before engaging with this guide. A 
synopsis of George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™, as told by New York City Ballet, is included. 
Additional resources on dance and New York City Ballet are listed in “Continue Your Exploration” at the 
end of this guide. 

Questioning is an essential component of this guide. We have constructed it in a way that empowers 
you and your child(ren) to ask questions, and through them, make discoveries and find new 
understanding. On the next page, you will find a suggested “Line of Inquiry”—a theme that can help 
you focus your questioning. Remember: there are no small or big questions, no good or bad questions. 
Questions are a great learning tool. So allow them to inspire you as you explore George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. 

You now have front row seats to a Lincoln Center performance. Enjoy the show!

Let us know what you think! Send us your comments at LCE@lincolncenter.org.

If you have photos of your childrens’ work that you would like to share, please do! 
You can find us on Facebook and Twitter.
 

Description of symbols used in this guide:

	 Indicates a section to be read aloud

	 Indicates a question to be asked

	 Indicates an optional resource for further 
exploration

http://LincolnCenterEducation.org
mailto:LCE%40lincolncenter.org.?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/LincolnCenterEducation
https://twitter.com/LincolnCenterEd


NEW YORK CITY BALLET GEORGE BALANCHINE’S THE NUTCRACKER™ 
FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN

2015 © Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, Inc. Developed by Lincoln Center Education, LincolnCenterEducation.org 5 of 39

LINE OF INQUIRY*

How does choreographer George Balanchine use music and ballet to tell the magical story 
of The Nutcracker where toys, sweets, flowers, and snowflakes come to life?

LEARNING OUTCOMES

After completing the lessons in this guide, families will be able to:

- Identify basic positions and movements of ballet;

- Create short dances based on characters from George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™;

- Make inferences about story based on listening to music;

- Use choreographic elements to theatricalize everyday movements.

*A line of inquiry can be 
used as a guiding question 
that incorporates elements 
and ideas found in a work 
of art you’re studying. It is 
an open guiding question, 
meaning that it provides 
you with a focus, but 
invites questioning and 
reflection of your own.

http://LincolnCenterEducation.org
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George Balanchine's The Nutcracker™, as told by New York City Ballet

Act 1:

On a cold Christmas Eve in Germany, Dr. and Mrs. Stahlbaum are decorating their Christmas tree before their guests arrive for a 
holiday party. Waiting for their parents to open the doors and show them the sparkling tree, little Marie and her younger brother 
Fritz fall asleep! When they wake, they fight to peek through the keyhole for a glimpse. But as soon as their guests arrive, Marie 
and Fritz stop arguing. It is time for a party!

Everyone is welcomed into the living room. A magnificent tree glitters over piles of presents. After everyone settles down and 
warms up, Dr. Stahlbaum gathers the children for a dance. They march and skip until their parents present them with new toys 
for the holiday. Suddenly, the room grows dark! A mysterious old gentleman enters with a young boy, interrupting the festivities. 
The old man, dressed in all black with an eye patch, a mop of silver hair, and a huge cape trailing behind him, is none other than 
Marie's beloved godfather, Herr Drosselmeier. Herr Drosselmeier's handsome young nephew has come to the party with him. 
Marie is delighted to meet him. Herr Drosselmeier, a toy maker and inventor, surprises everyone by bringing huge wrapped boxes 
to the party. It takes several men to carry the boxes. Everyone wonders what is inside. As the children watch, wide-eyed, life-size 
dolls pop out of the boxes and dance! First, a beautiful Columbine doll performs with a colorful Harlequin. They blow mechanical 
kisses to each other and the guests! Afterward, a snappy soldier doll with red cheeks leaps and salutes. Once the dolls return 
to their boxes, Herr Drosselmeier gives the children a hobby horse. He delights them by organizing a game of tug-of-war. Herr 
Drosselmeier saves the best present of all for Marie! The Nutcracker he presents to her captivates all the children. The Nutcracker 
is dressed as a handsome soldier, with a red and blue uniform, a tall hat, and a white beard. Drosselmeier shows Marie how the 
Nutcracker can use his wide, grinning mouth to crack nuts for everyone to eat. But just as she begins to enjoy her Nutcracker, Fritz 
becomes jealous of her special toy. He grabs it from her, swings it around the room, and smashes it on the floor, stamping on it 
in anger! While Dr. Stahlbaum scolds Fritz for being naughty, Drosselmeier assures Marie that her Nutcracker will be all right. The 
toymaker bandages its broken jaw with his handkerchief. Marie comforts her Nutcracker, as her friends gently rock their new dolls. 
But the boys interrupt, trying to scare them with their loud new bugles and drums. Once the parents quiet the boys, Drosselmeier's 
nephew gives Marie a tiny doll's bed where her injured Nutcracker can rest. As the party ends, Marie and Fritz's grandparents lead 
everyone in a final dance. Marie dances with Drosselmeier's nephew, who has been so kind to her. Bundled against the winter 
chill, the guests say goodnight to the Stahlbaums. Marie is sad to say good-bye to Drosselmeier's nephew. 

INTRODUCTION
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After Marie goes to sleep, she dreams of her Nutcracker in his bed under the Christmas tree. She creeps back to the living room, 
curling up on the couch with the Nutcracker in her arms. Her mother finds her there, sound asleep and dreaming, and covers Marie 
with her shawl before going to bed. The house is silent and still. While Marie sleeps, Drosselmeier returns to fix the Nutcracker's 
broken jaw. At midnight, strange things begin to happen....or do they only happen in Marie's dreams? Drosselmeier flaps like an owl 
on top of the grandfather clock. The mice that always scurry in the house at night become enormous, terrifying Marie.

The Christmas tree grows taller and taller and taller! Fritz's toy soldiers come to life and defend Marie from the mice. Just as it 
seems the huge mice will defeat the soldiers, the Nutcracker comes to life. He grows taller than Marie, and his bed grows as big as 
hers! The Nutcracker battles the Mouse King, who towers over him with seven heads and glinting eyes. The Mouse King is about 
to defeat the Nutcracker when Marie throws her slipper at the great mouse.

It distracts him just long enough for the Nutcracker to get up from the floor and stab him from behind! As Marie faints, the 
Nutcracker, grateful for her help in the battle, cuts off one of the Mouse King's crowns for her. The bed follows the Nutcracker and 
magically carries Marie out of her house into the snowy, starry night.

Having broken an old spell by defeating the evil Mouse King, the Nutcracker is transformed into a handsome prince. He wakes Marie 
and under the falling snow, he crowns her his princess. The prince, who looks just like Drosselmeier's nephew, enchants Marie. The 
prince leads Marie into the forest. The snowflakes surrounding them come to life, leaping through the air like winter fairies and swirl 
into a snowstorm. The snowflakes usher Marie and the prince on a magical journey through the forest toward the Christmas star.

Act 2:

Continuing their journey in an enchanted walnut boat, Marie and the prince arrive in the Land of Sweets. The Sugarplum Fairy 
dances for them and welcomes them warmly. All the tiny angels and the inhabitants of the realm come to meet them. The 
prince tells the Sugarplum Fairy of their adventures and battle with the Mouse King. The Sugarplum Fairy congratulates Marie 
and the prince on their victory and invites them to sit on an elegant candy throne. She invites everyone to dance for them in 
celebration. Marie and the prince enjoy watching steaming hot chocolate from Spain, simmering Arabian coffee, and bubbling 
tea from China. The dance from China is filled with giant splits and jumps in the air. Even more incredible is the candy cane in a 
jingling costume of pink and green stripes. He can leap so high that his candy hoop swings around him twice in the air! Beautiful 

INTRODUCTION
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marzipan shepherdesses hop delicately on their toes and play red pipes. Marie and the prince are delighted when giant Mother 
Ginger appears, and tiny clowns called polichinelles dart out from under her huge skirts. When Mother Ginger gathers her dancing 
children back again, an entire garden of flowers with candy petals arrive with a shimmering dewdrop fairy bounding among them. 
Finally, the Sugarplum Fairy returns with her cavalier for a slow, graceful dance in which he lifts her high in soaring arcs over his 
head. Soon their dances become faster, with high leaps and quick turns, until she spins like a top across the stage to land in his 
arms. Once Marie and the prince have met everyone in the Land of Sweets, it is time to continue their enchanted journey. Everyone 
waves good-bye as the Sugarplum Fairy shows Marie and the prince to a beautiful sleigh pulled by flying reindeer, who take them 
away into the sparkling night sky.

Credits:

Story by E.T.A. Hoffmann

Music by Peter Ilyitch Tschaikovsky

Choreography by George Balanchine

INTRODUCTION
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INTRODUCTION FOR THE PARENT:

Ballet had its beginning in the royal courts of Europe in the 16th century and spread 
throughout the world. Ballet is a form of dance identified by a common vocabulary of 
steps that has been codified and added to by dancers and choreographers over the 
centuries. The basic vocabulary stems from the positions of the feet, legs, and arms. The 
French terminology used for the social dancing of the court of Louis XIV of France, who 
reigned from 1643 to 1715, has remained the language of ballet.

New York City Ballet (NYCB) is one of the foremost dance companies in the world, with a 
roster of spectacular dancers and an unparalleled repertory. The Company was founded 
in 1948 by George Balanchine and Lincoln Kirstein, and it quickly became world-re-
nowned for its athletic and contemporary style. Jerome Robbins joined NYCB the 
following year and, with Balanchine, helped to build the astounding repertory and firmly 
establish the Company in New York. 
Source: NYCB Education Department

Choreographer George Balanchine used ballet to tell the magical story of a Nutcracker 
doll coming to life. In this lesson, you and your children will learn some basic positions 
and movements from ballet, listen to short sections of Peter Ilyitch Tschaikovsky’s score, 
and gather information about George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City 
Ballet by looking at photos from the production.

OPENING ACTIVITY: 

WHAT WE SEE IN BALLET

With your child(ren), imagine that you are in a theater seeing a ballet. 

Ask your child(ren):

	 	What do you imagine you might see at a ballet performance?

Take turns calling out ideas. Can you think of 5 or 10 different things you might see?

If your child(ren) have some experience with ballet, challenge them further by asking 
the following questions:

	 	How do ballet dancers move as compared to other types of dance, like hip-hop or tap?

	 	What do ballet dancers wear when they perform?

	 	What else do you see at a ballet performance besides the dancers? 

Possible answers may include curtains, stage, orchestra, set, etc.

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

Materials needed for this lesson:

  Lesson Printables

  Ballet Foot Positions Handout

  Ballet Movement Vocabulary Cards

  Music: Hot Chocolate (Lesson I, Slide 12)

  Music: Sugarplum Fairy and Cavalier Pas de Deux 
(Lesson I, Slide 12)

  Music: Finale (Lesson I, Slide 46)

  Video: Candy Cane (Lesson I, Slide 17)

  Video: Coffee (Lesson I, Slide 19)

  Video: Sugarplum Fairy and Cavalier Pas de Deux 
(Lesson I, Slide 22)

  Video: Waltz of the Flowers (Lesson I, Slide 24)

  A room with space to move

  Optional: A camera or camera phone

		5 minutes
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ACTIVITY 1: 

POSITIONS OF THE FEET

Ask your child(ren) to imagine they are in a ballet class. 

Explain to your child(ren) that professional ballet dancers take ballet class every 
day. A ballet class traditionally starts with exercises at the ballet barre, which is the 
horizontal pole installed along the walls of the studio. In this next exercise, you may 
use a chair or table or anything that is about waist high to balance with.

Share the photo above with your child(ren). 

	 	What do you notice about the dancers in this photo?

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

		10 minutes

Photo Credit: Carol Rosegg  
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In ballet, dancers do movements based on the different positions of the feet. 

Using the Ballet Foot Positions Handout, try each of the foot positions with your 
child(ren). 

These foot positions in ballet are used to train dancers to move their feet and legs in 
a turned-out position, with knees and toes facing out. Almost all ballet steps begin 
and end with, and pass through, these positions of the feet. 

Once you have practiced each position together, take turns calling out the names 
(first position, second position, etc.) and see if you and your child(ren) can do the 
position from memory. 

With your child(ren), try moving from position to position, linking the positions 
together like a dance. 

	 	How can you move/transition between positions? 

Once you have practiced moving from position to position, listen to the two music 
clips below. 

Play music from George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet 
in Lesson I, Slide 12:
Music: Hot Chocolate
Music: Sugarplum Fairy and Cavalier Pas de Deux

Ask your children:

	 	What is different about these two music clips?

Try your positions sequence while listening to both clips. 

	 	How does the music affect how you perform your movement? 

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)
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ACTIVITY 2: 

LEARNING BALLET STEPS

Explain to your child(ren) that now that they have warmed up with the different 
positions of the feet, it’s time to move on to more challenging steps. 

Using the Ballet Movement Vocabulary Cards, work with your child(ren) to replicate 
each movement. 

A plié is a bend of the knees and can be performed in all the different positions of the 
feet. A plié can be performed with or without a ballet barre and helps maintain balance.

Watch this excerpt from Candy Canes in Lesson I, Slide 17. 

	 	Where do you see the Lead Candy Cane in plié? 

Video: Candy Cane

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  

		15 minutes
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A sauté is a jump and can be performed in each of the positions of the feet.

Watch this excerpt from Coffee in Lesson I, Slide 19. 

	 	Where do you see the Arabian dancer in sauté?

Video: Coffee

 

A relevé is a rise to the toes from the flat foot.

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  
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A passé is a movement in which the working leg slides along the supporting leg 
just above the knee.

Watch this video excerpt of the Sugarplum Fairy and her Cavalier in Lesson I, Slide 22. 

	 	Where do you see the Sugarplum Fairy in passé? In relevé?

Video: Sugarplum Fairy and Cavalier Pas de Deux 

Arabesques can be done with the standing foot on the floor and the arabesque leg 
turned out and extended behind you. The arms may also be held in different positions. 

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  

Photo Credit: Carol Rosegg  
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Choose an arabesque leg height that works for you and your child(ren)!

Watch this video excerpt from Waltz of the Flowers in Lesson I, Slide 24. Where do 
you see the flowers in arabesque?

Video: Waltz of the Flowers

Replay the music clips below, and work with your child(ren) to put these four steps 
together in a sequence.

Try your sequence to both clips of music in Lesson I, Slide 25:

Music: Hot Chocolate

Music: Sugarplum Fairy and Cavalier Pas de Deux

Ask your child(ren):

	 	How does your movement change when you dance to each piece of music?

	 	What else did we notice in watching the NYCB dancers perform these ballet 
moves? (i.e., posture, balance, formations, etc.) Can we borrow something from 
their performance to add to our own?

Optional: Take pictures or record a video of the sequence you put together and 
watch it for fun!

ACTIVITY 3: 

“PICTURE” THE NUTCRACKER

Have a discussion with your child(ren) based on the following question:

	 	What do you already know about The Nutcracker?

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

		10 minutes
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DID YOU KNOW?

The Nutcracker is a famous ballet that was first performed in 1892 in St. Petersburg, 
Russia. It is based on a book by E.T.A. Hoffmann called The Nutcracker and The 
Mouse King. Peter Ilyitch Tschaikovsky wrote the music and the original choreog-
raphy was by Marius Petipa, one of the most influential ballet choreographers in 
history. Since its first performance, many ballet companies have performed their 
own version of The Nutcracker. The production you and your child(ren) will see was 
choreographed by another famous ballet choreographer, George Balanchine. 

George Balanchine transformed the world of ballet. He is widely regarded as the 
most influential choreographer of the 20th century, and he co-founded two of ballet’s 
most important institutions: New York City Ballet and the School of American Ballet. 
Balanchine was born in St. Petersburg, Russia, in 1904, studied at the Imperial Ballet 
School in St. Petersburg, and danced with the Mariinsky Theatre Ballet Company, 
where he began choreographing short works. In the summer of 1924, Balanchine left 
the newly formed Soviet Union for Europe, where he was invited by impresario Serge 
Diaghilev to join the Ballets Russes. For that company, Balanchine choreographed 
his first important ballets: Apollo (1928) and Prodigal Son (1929). After Ballets Russes 
was dissolved following Diaghilev’s death in 1929, Balanchine spent his next few 
years on a variety of projects in Europe and then formed his own company, Les 
Ballets 1933, in Paris. Following a performance of Les Ballets 1933 at the Savoy 
Theater in London, he met American arts connoisseur Lincoln Kirstein, who later 
persuaded him to come to the United States. In 1934, the pair founded the School 
of American Ballet (SAB), which remains in operation to this day, training students 
for companies around the world. Balanchine’s first ballet in the U.S., Serenade, set 
to music by Tschaikovsky, was created for SAB students and premiered on June 
9, 1934, on the grounds of the Warburg estate in White Plains. Balanchine and 
Kirstein founded several short-lived ballet companies before forming Ballet Society 
in 1946, which was renamed New York City Ballet in 1948. Balanchine served as 
the Company’s ballet master from that year until his death in 1983, building it into 
one of the most important performing arts institutions in the world, and a corner-
stone of the cultural life of New York City. He choreographed 425 works over the 
course of 60-plus years, and his musical choices ranged from Tschaikovsky (one of 
his favorite composers) to Stravinsky (his compatriot and friend) to Gershwin (who 
embodied the choreographer’s love of America). Many of Balanchine’s works are 
considered masterpieces and are performed by ballet companies all over the world.

Want to learn more about Balanchine? 
Visit http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Our-History/George-Balanchine.aspx

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)
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Share these images of George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City 
Ballet with your child(ren):

Act I: The Party Scene

Act I: The Battle Scene

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  
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Act II: Mother Ginger and Her Polichinelles

Ask your child(ren):

	 	What do you notice?

	 	What ballet positions and movements look familiar?

You and your child(ren) will call out at least five things you notice about each pic-
ture. If you can notice more than five things, that’s great!

Ask your child(ren) to think about The Nutcracker story:

	 	Who are the characters in these photos?

	 	What is a question you have about the characters or what they are doing in the photos?

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

Photo Credit: Paul Kolnik  
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See if you and your (child)ren can come up with one question for each picture.

Possible questions can include: Who is the man with the eye patch? Why is that 
woman wearing such a big skirt? Why are the soldiers fighting the mice?

Remembering The Nutcracker story:

	 	In what order would you place these pictures?

	 	How do you think these three pictures are connected? 

CLOSING ACTIVITY: 

BOW AND CURTSY

Tell your child(ren) to imagine they have just finished a ballet class and it’s time to 
end the class with a traditional ballet révérence. 

SHARE THIS TERM WITH YOUR CHILD(REN)!

Révérence: honor or respect that is felt for or shown to (someone or something) 
Source: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/reverence 

At the end of the ballet class, dancers use a series of arm movements called a  
port de bras, and a bow/curtsy to say thank you to their teachers and the pianist 
who plays while they practice. 

Everyone will take a bow or curtsy to the music clip in Lesson I, Slide 46. 

Music: Finale

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON I

Picture Yourself in 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™

(continued)

		5 minutes
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INTRODUCTION FOR THE PARENT:

George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ begins with a holiday party scene. In this lesson 
you and your children will perform party actions without words and continue to explore 
Peter Ilyitch Tschaikovsky’s music.

OPENING ACTIVITY: 

HOLIDAY PARTIES

Ask your child(ren) to think about family holiday parties they have been to where 
children and adults are celebrating together. These parties can be Hanukkah par-
ties, Christmas parties, Kwanzaa parties, New Year’s parties, etc. 

Discuss the following questions with your child(ren):

	 	What do people do at a holiday party? 

	 	Imagine we are at a holiday party right now. What happens at the beginning of the 
party? In the middle? At the end?  
Possible answers might include: Greeting each other, chatting, dancing, laughing, 
opening gifts, etc.

	 	What are some of the games children might play at the party?  
Possible answers might include: Playing hide and go seek, tag, leap frog, etc.

ACTIVITY 1: 

PARTY ACTIONS

SHARE THESE TERMS WITH YOUR STUDENTS! 

Pantomime: a way of saying something or telling a story without words by using 
body movements and facial expressions.  
Source: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pantomime 

Gesture: a movement of your body (especially of your hands and arms) that shows 
or emphasizes an idea or a feeling. 
Source: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/gesture

Have your child(ren) write out some of their “party actions” onto individual slips of 
paper. Fold each slip of paper and put it in a hat or a bowl.

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON II

Holiday Party Actions

Materials needed for this lesson:

  Lesson Printables

  Paper—cut out strips of paper

  Pens

  A hat or a bowl for randomly selecting slips of paper

  Scissors

  Music: Overture (Lesson II, Slide 17)

  Music: March (Lesson II, Slide 13)

  Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts (Lesson II, Slide )17

  Music: Guests Depart (Lesson II, Slide 21)

		10 minutes

		10 minutes
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Take turns pulling a slip of paper. 

With your child(ren), act out the party action written on each person’s slip of paper 
without the use of words, only pantomime. 

After everyone has performed their pantomime, have a discussion about what the 
observer noticed. Stick to what you notice about the action and what parts of the 
body were used, rather than guessing what the action is. Develop your noticing 
skills by describing the action in as many different ways as you can.

Try them all again, but this time you will make the following adjustments:

	 	Change the speed of your action. Can you do it really slow or really fast?

	 	Change the size of your action. Can you do it really big or really small? 

Choose the speed and size you want to use for each action. 

For example, you can choose to leapfrog as a fast and small action, say hello as a 
slow and big action, and laugh as a slow and small action.

Take turns performing your revised pantomimes for each other, and ask:

	 	What new descriptive words can we use to describe the revised pantomime?

	 	What was different from the first pantomime?

	 	Did the story or feeling change? 

ACTIVITY 2: 

EVERYDAY MOVEMENT TO MUSIC

Listen to the music from George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet:

Music: March

Try some of your party actions to the music.

Afterwards, ask your child(ren):

	 	What do you notice about the music? 

	 	How did your movement change when you performed it to music? 

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON II

Holiday Party Actions

(continued)

		10 minutes
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ACTIVITY 3: 

MUSIC THAT TELLS A STORY

DID YOU KNOW? 

Peter Ilyitch Tschaikovsky’s music for The Nutcracker tells a story. At the beginning 
of the ballet, there is a party scene.

Read aloud: 
“It’s a snowy Christmas Eve at the Stahlbaum home, and Dr. and Frau Stahlbaum 
and their children, Marie and Fritz, are welcoming their guests to a holiday party. 
There are games and gifts for the children, and dancing for everyone. Marie’s be-
loved godfather, Herr Drosselmeier, introduces her to his young nephew and gives 
her a wonderful present: a handsome wooden Nutcracker.” 
Source: http://www.nycballet.com/Season-Tickets/Nutcracker-Additional/Synopsis.aspx 

Play the following sections of music from the party scene for your child(ren) in 
Lesson II, Slide 17: 

Music: Overture

Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts

After each section, ask your child(ren): 

	 	What do you think is happening at the party in this moment? 

	 	What about the music makes you think that? In other words, how is the music 
telling you what is happening?

	 	What gestures could you use to tell these stories?

Replay the music you just listened to in Lesson II, Slide 19. With your child(ren), 
pantomime what you think is happening in the story.  

Music: Overture

Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON II

Holiday Party Actions

(continued)

		10 minutes
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CLOSING ACTIVITY: 

SAYING GOODNIGHT

Tell your child(ren) to imagine that it’s the end of the party and everyone is going 
home. 

Play the music clip in Lesson II, Slide 21, while everyone says their goodbyes with-
out using any words.  

Music: Guests Depart

Ask your child(ren):

	 	How many ways can you say goodbye without words? 

	 	How does the music affect how you move?

	 	How does the music affect how you feel?

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON II

Holiday Party Actions

(continued)

		5 minutes
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INTRODUCTION FOR THE PARENT:

In George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™, sweets, toys, and snowflakes come to life. In 
this lesson, you and your children will explore how each character moves. 

OPENING ACTIVITY: 

EXPLORING MOVEMENT

DID YOU KNOW?

In George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet, toys and objects 
come to life. With your child(ren), use the following prompt with different Nutcracker 
characters to move from one side of the room to the other. 

	 	How do you imagine a Doll/Toy Soldier/Candy Cane/Snowflake would move  
across the room?

Create a list of the movements you and your child(ren) discovered. 

ACTIVITY 1: 

CHARACTER STUDY

Brainstorm with your child(ren) additional actions to add to your list above that 
each object might do if it could suddenly move and dance:

	 	What actions would a Doll do? (Ex: walk, spin, skip)

	 	What actions would a Toy Soldier do? (Ex: march, lunge, salute)

	 	What actions would a Candy Cane do? (Ex: hop, bend, wiggle)

	 	What actions would a Snowflake do? (Ex: float, fly, fall)

Now, try out some of these actions with your child(ren).

Choose one person to play the conductor. 

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON III

Nutcracker Characters

Materials needed for this lesson:

  Lesson Printables

  Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts (Lesson III, Slide 10)

  Music: The Battle (Lesson III, Slide 10)

  Music: Waltz of the Snowflakes (Lesson III, Slide 10)

  Music: Candy Cane (Lesson III, Slide 10)

  Paper and pencil

  Optional: A camera or camera phone

		10 minutes



		15 minutes
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Everyone else will pick a role and assume a pose for that character. Example: Doll, 
Toy Soldier, Candy Canes and Snowflake. 

When the conductor claps, The Nutcracker character will come to life with move-
ment. When the conductor claps again, the character will freeze. 

Take turns being the conductor in the group so that everyone has a chance to ex-
plore different Nutcracker character movements. 

After exploring each object, ask the conductor:

	 	What did you notice? 

	 	How were the dancers bringing each Nutcracker character to life?

Optional: You can add the new descriptive movement words to your list. 

Now play music in Lesson III, Slide 10:

Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts (Doll)

Music: The Battle (Toy Soldier)

Music: Waltz of the Snowflakes (Snowflakes)

Music: Candy Cane (Candy Canes)

After listening to each section, ask your child(ren):

	 	What do you notice about the music associated with each character?

Replay each piece of music. When the music is playing, The Nutcracker character it 
matches will come to life. When the music pauses, the character will freeze. 

Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts for the Doll

Music: The Battle for the Toy Soldier

Music: Waltz of the Snowflakes for the Snowflake

Music: Candy Cane for the Candy Cane

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON III

Nutcracker Characters

(continued)
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ACTIVITY 2: 

DIVERTISSEMENT

DID YOU KNOW?

George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ is full of short dances called divertissements. 

SHARE THIS TERM WITH YOUR CHILD(REN)! 

Divertissement: a dance sequence or short ballet usually used as an interlude.  
Source: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/divertissement 

With your child(ren), choose one of The Nutcracker characters you have been 
exploring and create a divertissement for them. 

Create a short group dance with your child(ren) where the chosen Nutcracker character 
comes to life. You can reference your list of movement vocabulary for ideas. 

Include the following elements in your divertissement:

-  An entrance (How will you and your dancers get onstage? Walk on? Dance all 
the way? Run? )

- A solo (One person dances while everyone else remains still.)

- Unison (Everyone dances the same movement together.)

- A pose to end the dance (How will you end your dance?)

Optional: You may choose to incorporate props and costume pieces that will help 
bring the dance to life. Set up a camera to take pictures of or video your divertissement, 
so that you can view the dance together. 

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON III

Nutcracker Characters

(continued)

		10 minutes
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CLOSING ACTIVITY:  

GETTING READY TO SEE THE PERFORMANCE

Ask your child(ren):

	 	What do you think you will see in George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New 
York City Ballet?

	 	What questions do you have?

Everyone will make a list of questions. Save these questions for a post-performance 
discussion.

View George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet

BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON III

Nutcracker Characters

(continued)

		10 minutes
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OPENING ACTIVITY: 

SNAPSHOT

Have your child(ren) recall the various characters they saw in George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. 

For each of the characters, ask your child(ren) to share one movement they remem-
ber seeing.

ACTIVITY 1: 

I WONDER… 

Go back to the list of questions you wrote before watching George Balanchine’s The 
Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. 

Discuss how you would answer these questions now that you have seen the  
performance.

For example: 

Q. I wonder what the Candy Canes dance will look like?

A. I noticed that the Candy Canes dance was very fast and that it had one soloist 
dancer and a group of children holding hula-hoops and jumping. 

ACTIVITY 2: 

MY MOMENT

Have each family member think of one moment that stood out to them from 
George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. 

Hand out paper and drawing supplies. Everyone will draw a picture of that moment, 
and then share their picture explaining why they chose that particular moment.

Optional: Your child(ren) can choose to add a movement with the presentation of 
their drawing.

AFTER THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON IV

Reflecting on 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™ 
by New York City Ballet

Materials needed for this lesson:

  Lesson Printables

  Paper and colored pencils, markers, or crayons  
for drawing and documenting your ideas

  Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts (Lesson IV, Slide 11)

  Music: The Battle (Lesson IV, Slide 11)

  Music: Waltz of the Snowflakes (Lesson IV, Slide 11)

  Music: Candy Cane (Lesson IV, Slide 11)

  Music: Finale (Lesson IV, Slide 13)

		10 minutes

		10 minutes

		10 minutes
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ACTIVITY 3: 

RECAP

Recall the movement for each Nutcracker character you discovered in the previous 
lessons. Add one or two new movements that you saw the dancers perform during 
George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. 

Play the music in Lesson IV, Slide 11, and perform these movements as solos or as  
a group:

Music: Herr Drosselmeier’s Gifts

Music: The Battle

Music: Waltz of the Snowflakes

Music: Candy Cane

CLOSING ACTIVITY: 

FINAL BOW

Have everyone choose one character from George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™  
by New York City Ballet. 

Ask each person to take a final bow as that character. 

Play the music clip in Lesson IV, Slide 13, while everyone takes a bow: 

Music: Finale 

AFTER THE PERFORMANCE 
LESSON IV

Reflecting on 
George Balanchine’s 
The Nutcracker™ 
by New York City Ballet

(continued)

		10 minutes

		5 minutes
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THE CAST OF THE MOVIE GEORGE BALANCHINE’S THE NUTCRACKER™

Coffee: 
Teresa Reichlen 

b: Clifton, VA;  
joined NYCB 2001

Tea: 
Antonio Carmena 

b: Madrid, Spain;  
joined NYCB 1999

Demi Soloist Flowers: 
Rebecca Krohn 

b: Vestal, NY;  
joined NYCB 1999 

Demi Soloist Flowers: 
Lauren King 

b: Massapequa Park, NY; 
joined NYCB 2004

Candy Cane: 
Daniel Ulbricht 

b: St. Petersburg, FL; 
joined NYCB 2001

Sugarplum Fairy: 
Megan Fairchild 

b: Salt Lake City, UT; 
joined NYCB 2002

Marzipan: 
Tiler Peck 

b: Bakersfield, CA; 
joined NYCB 2005

Cavalier: 
Joaquin De Luz 

b: Madrid, Spain; 
joined NYCB 2003

Hot Chocolate: 
Brittany Pollack 

b: Woodcliff Lake, NJ; 
joined NYCB 2007

Hot Chocolate: 
Adrian Danchig-Waring 

b: San Francisco, CA; 
joined NYCB 2003

Dewdrop: 
Ashley Bouder 

b: Carlisle, PA;  
joined NYCB 2000

Harlequin Doll: 
Mary Elizabeth Sell 

b: Norwalk, CT;  
joined NYCB 2006

http://LincolnCenterEducation.org
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THE CAST OF THE MOVIE GEORGE BALANCHINE’S THE NUTCRACKER™

The Nutcracker/ 
Little Prince:  
Colby Clark

(SAB)

Dr. Stahlbaum: 
Ask la Cour

b: Copenhagen, Denmark; 
joined NYCB 2002

Frau Stahlbaum:  
Gwyneth Muller

b: Vestal, NY;  
joined NYCB 1999 

Fritz Stahlbaum: 
Maximillian Brooking

Landegger (SAB)

Mother Ginger: 
Andrew Scordato 

b: Sewell, NJ;  
joined NYCB 2006

Columbine Doll: 
Lauren Lovette 

b: Thousand Oaks, CA; 
joined NYCB 2010

Soldier: 
Troy Schumacher 

b: Atlanta, GA;  
joined NYCB 2005

Marie/Little Princess 
Fiona Brennan:

(SAB)

Mouse King: 
Justin Peck

b: San Diego, CA;  
joined NYCB 2007

Herr Drosselmeier: 
Adam Hendrickson

NYCB Soloist 2011

All photography © Paul Kolnik

except Tiler Peck, photo by Daniel D’Ottavio 
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The Nutcracker first premiered on December 17, 1892, at the Mariinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg, Russia. At its 
premiere, The Nutcracker was considered a failure by the public and critics. The composer Tschaikovsky, who had created 
the music, died less than a year later, not knowing what a huge international success the ballet would later become.

Here are some fun facts on New York City Ballet's production of George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™:

•  the giant Christmas tree grows to a full height of 41 feet and weighs 1 ton

•  57 people work backstage to coordinate the scenery, lighting, and costumes during each performance

•  62 musicians play in the orchestra for each performance

•   150 costumes appear onstage in each performance of George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet. The only 
costumes still in use from the original 1954 production of George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet are 
the Grandmother’s cape and the embroidered appliqués on the women’s costumes in the Tea dance

•   the music for the violin solo during the change of scenery in Act I is actually taken from Tschaikovsky’s score for the ballet The 
Sleeping Beauty

•  the Sugarplum Fairy’s tutu is made of 7 layers of tulle

•  between 600 and 700 lighting instruments are used in the stage lighting for the production

•  Tschaikovsky based the music for the Coffee dance on the melody of a Georgian lullaby

•   the bodices of the dresses worn by the women in the Hot Chocolate dance are decorated with small cameo pictures of New 
York City Ballet Founders Lincoln Kirstein (on the soloists) and George Balanchine (on the corps de ballet dancers)

•  there are 144 jingle bells on each of the Candy Cane costumes

•  Mother Ginger’s skirt is supported by a 40-pound metal frame

•  most of the scenery in the production is actually painted fabric

•  the Dewdrop costume is adorned with 65 crystal dewdrops

•   the special instrument played for the Sugarplum Fairy’s solo is a celesta. Tschaikovsky used the newly-invented celesta to make 
the music for the Sugarplum Fairy sound like the "sprays of a fountain" as the choreographer Marius Petipa requested

FUN FACTS
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NEW YORK CITY BALLET GEORGE BALANCHINE’S THE NUTCRACKER™ 
FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN

2015 © Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, Inc. Developed by Lincoln Center Education, LincolnCenterEducation.org 33 of 39

National Core Arts Standards Addressed in this Guide
Anchor Standard #1: Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work.

Anchor Standard #6: Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work.
 
Anchor Standard #7: Perceive and analyze artistic work.

Capacities for Imaginative Thinking Addressed in this Guide
At Lincoln Center Education (LCE), we value not only what is learned but how it is learned and believe that the people best prepared to per-
form in our dynamic world are those who think like artists. Artists solve problems, collaborate, communicate, imagine, persevere, and create. 
The Capacities for Imaginative Thinking is a learning framework designed to help learners interact meaningfully with a work of art and to 
develop habits of mind to enable them to think like artists. 
(for the full list and definitions, see the next page.)

Notice Deeply: How many layers of detail can you identify if you take the time? Can you go deeper?

Embody: Use your body to explore your ideas. Try it out.

Make Connections: How is this like something else? Make personal, textual, and wider connections.
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NOTICE DEEPLY 
How many layers of detail can you identify if 
you take the time? Can you go deeper?

EMBODY 
Use your body to explore your ideas. Try it out.

POSE QUESTIONS
What do you wonder? 

IDENTIFY PATTERNS 
How might different details relate? Analyze them.

MAKE CONNECTIONS 
How is this like something else? Make personal, 
textual, and wider connections.

EMPATHIZE 
Can you understand how others think and feel? 
What are their perspectives?

LIVE WITH AMBIGUITY 
What if there is not just one answer? Be patient 
with complexity.

CREATE MEANING 
Bring together what you’ve thought so far.  
What new interpretations can you make?

TAKE ACTION 
What will you choose to do with your ideas?  
Put them into practice.

REFLECT/ASSESS
Look back on what you’ve experienced.  
What have you learned? What’s next? 

Notice 
Deeply

Pose  
Questions

Identify  
Patterns

Create  
Meaning

Take 
Action

Embody 

Make  
Connections

Empathize

Live with  
Ambiguity

Reflect/  
Assess

Lincoln Center Education

Helping young minds perform  
in a dynamic world
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Ballet 101

The History of Ballet
http://pbt.org/community-engagement/brief-history-ballet?gclid=Cj0KEQiAsNyxBRD-
BuKrMhsbt3vwBEiQAdRgPslRnxoUzTlffP6aw-hzrPbp8ZQDpOU_roAeZnfy3ruAaAn-
nI8P8HAQ

New York City Ballet 

History & Present
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Our-History.aspx

George Balanchine
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Our-History/George-Balanchine.aspx

Lincoln Kirstein
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Our-History/Lincoln-Kirstein.aspx

New York City Ballet Dancers, Ballet Master In Chief, and The New York City Ballet 
Orchestra
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/The-Company.aspx

New York City Ballet Orchestra
http://nycbo.org/

The School of American Ballet
https://sab.org/

George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet

Video and Slideshow
http://www.nycballet.com/Ballets/G/George-Balanchine-s-The-Nutcracker.aspx

History and Creators
http://www.nycballet.com/Season-Tickets/Nutcracker-Additional/History.aspx

Behind the Scenes Fun Facts
http://www.nycballet.com/Season-Tickets/Nutcracker-Additional/Fun-Facts.aspx

CONTINUE YOUR EXPLORATION
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http://nycbo.org/
https://sab.org
http://www.nycballet.com/Ballets/G/George-Balanchine-s-The-Nutcracker.aspx
http://www.nycballet.com/Season-Tickets/Nutcracker-Additional/History.aspx
http://www.nycballet.com/Season-Tickets/Nutcracker-Additional/Fun-Facts.aspx
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Multimedia Links

NYCB YouTube Channel
https://www.youtube.com/user/newyorkcityballet

George Balanchine video: 
http://www.nycballet.com/explore/multimedia/the-choreographers/category-fea-
tured-item/balanchine-video.aspx

Day In The Life of New York City Ballet
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Multimedia.aspx#/featured

Pointe Shoes
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Multimedia.aspx#/category/1861

When We Were Kids
http://www.nycballet.com/Explore/Multimedia.aspx#/category/1862

George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by New York City Ballet  
Video and Music

Video
http://www.amazon.com/George-Balanchines-Nutcracker-Macaulay-Culkin/
dp/6304698577

Music
https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/george-balanchines-nutcracker/id98414898

New York City Ballet Social Media Links

Twitter
https://twitter.com/nycballet

Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/nycballet

NYCB Instagram
https://instagram.com/nycballet/

School of American Ballet Instagram
https://instagram.com/sab_nyc/?hl=en

CONTINUE YOUR EXPLORATION
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Outside New York City Ballet 

Sixty Minutes: "The Genius of Balanchine: A Visual Breakdown"
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-genius-of-balanchine-a-visual-breakdown/

Sixty Minutes Interview with Peter Martins: “NYC Ballet Forges the  
Art Form’s Future”
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/nyc-ballet-forges-the-art-forms-future/2/

Vanity Fair Article Jan 2015
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2015/01/the-nutcracker-george-balanchine

NPR: Preserving Balanchine's Ballet Legacy, 30 Years Later 
http://www.npr.org/2013/07/27/185807882/preserving-balanchines-ballet-lega-
cy-30-years-later

Sunday Arts Profile on School of American Ballet: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqIQGmnj1iU

city.ballet on AOL 
http://on.aol.com/shows/city-ballet-shw517887470-518489147?context=SH:SHW51
7887470:SHW517887470-167947:1444956577449

The Nutcracker Story

Nutcracker by E.T.A. Hoffmann and Maurice Sendak (picture book illustrated 
by Maurice Sendak)
http://www.amazon.com/Nutcracker-E-T-A-Hoffmann/dp/0385348649

The Nutcracker and the Mouse King by E.T.A. Hoffmann (original fairy tale)
https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Ernst_Theodor_Amadeus_Hoffmann_
Nutcracker_and_Mous?id=UD30AAAAMAAJ 

The Nutcracker by Janet Shulman and E.T.A. Hoffmann (retelling of the original story)
http://www.amazon.com/The-Nutcracker-Janet-Schulman/dp/0060278145

George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker™ by Joel Meyerowitz (the Balanchine version)
http://www.amazon.com/George-Balanchines-Nutcracker-Joel-Meyerowitz/
dp/0316569216
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Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts

Lincoln Center, the world’s foremost performing arts center, is a private non-profit organization. Lincoln Center for the 
Performing Arts presents over 350 performances annually through its different performance series, and administers educational 
and community outreach programs.

The mission of Lincoln Center is fourfold: 1) to celebrate the performing arts with a dazzling array of programming, performed 
by an international roster of virtuoso artists; 2) to engage thousands of schoolchildren in active learning through its arts-in-
education organization, Lincoln Center Education; 3) to extend the range of the performing arts presented at Lincoln Center, 
complementing the extraordinary offerings of the eleven other Lincoln Center Resident Companies, all of which are flagship 
institutions in the world of the arts; and 4) to provide support and services for the Resident Companies and the 16-acre Lincoln 
Center campus, which together make up the world’s leading performing arts center.

Lincoln Center Education

Lincoln Center Education (LCE) is the educational cornerstone of Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. Founded in 1975 as 
Lincoln Center Institute for the Arts in Education, LCE enriches the lives of students, educators and lifelong learners by providing 
opportunities for engagement with the highest-quality arts on the stage, in the classroom, digitally, and within the community. 
For four decades, LCE has offered unparalleled school and community partnerships, professional development workshops, 
consulting services, and its very own repertory of music, dance, theater and visual arts. LCE’s work has reached more than 
20 million students, teachers, school administrators, parents, community members, teaching artists, pre-service teachers, 
university professors and artists in New York City, across the nation and around the world.

http://LincolnCenterEducation.org
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