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THE ENCHANTING JOURNEY THROUGH
TCHAIKOVSKY'’S MASTERPIECE: NUTCRACKER SONGS
IN ORDER

For over a century, few musical compositions have captured the
imagination and holiday spirit quite like Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s
ballet, The Nutcracker. What began as a somewhat modest
success in 1892 has blossomed into a global phenomenon,
synonymous with Christmas cheer, twirling snowflakes, and the
magic of childhood wonder. For many, attending a performance
or simply listening to the score has become an indispensable
annual tradition. But for the uninitiated, or even for seasoned
fans who simply want to follow the narrative more closely,
understanding the Nutcracker songs in order can deepen the
appreciation of this musical gem.

This article provides a comprehensive, movement-by-movement
guide to Tchaikovsky’s score. We will walk through the entire
ballet, from the opening notes of the Overture to the final,
triumphant waltz. Whether you are a student researching the
ballet, a parent preparing a child for their first performance, or
simply a music lover looking to enrich your listening experience,
this guide to the Nutcracker songs in order will illuminate the
story behind the music. Let us unwrap this gift of a score, one
beautiful piece at a time.

UNDERSTANDING THE STRUCTURE OF THE
NUTCRACKER SCORE

Tchaikovsky'’s full score for The Nutcracker is structured into two
distinct acts. The first act sets the scene at a festive Christmas
party and concludes with a magical journey, while the second act
takes place entirely in the fantastical Land of Sweets. The
composer created a concert suite (Op. 71a) which contains some
of the most famous selections, but the full ballet contains many
more delightful passages. When searching for the Nutcracker
songs in order, it is essential to differentiate between the
popular Suite and the complete ballet score. Here, we will explore
the full, unabridged sequence of the ballet as it is typically
performed.

Act I: The Party and the
Battle

The first act introduces us to Clara (or Marie, depending on the
version), her family, and her mysterious godfather, Drosselmeyer.
The music here is lively, warm, and gradually builds in dramatic
tension as the story moves from reality into a dream.

e Miniature Overture: This sparkling, delicate opener is
one of the most recognizable pieces in the entire
repertoire. Written without cellos or double basses, it has a
light, tinkling quality that immediately evokes the image of
a music box. It sets the whimsical tone for the entire ballet.

e No. 1: The Christmas Tree Scene (Decoration of the
Tree): This bustling, cheerful piece accompanies the
lighting and decoration of the grand Christmas tree in the
Stahlbaum home. The music swells with anticipation as the

children marvel at the candles and ornaments.

e No. 2: March: One of the most famous Nutcracker songs
in order of the first act, the March is a jaunty, rhythmic
tune that accompanies the children’s entrance and their
playful parade around the tree. It is a perfect example of
Tchaikovsky’s ability to write music that feels both simple
and brilliantly orchestrated.

e No. 3: Children’s Galop and Dance of the Parents: A
lively galop for the children is followed by a more staid,
formal waltz for their parents. This section captures the
social dynamics of a 19th-century Christmas party.

* No. 4: Dance Scene (Arrival of Drosselmeyer): The
music shifts abruptly as the mysterious Drosselmeyer
arrives. The tempo slows, and the harmonies become
slightly dissonant and magical, signaling that something
extraordinary is about to happen. This is a key moment of
transition in the narrative.

* No. 5: Scene and Grandfather Waltz: Drosselmeyer
presents his mechanical dolls (a Harlequin, a Soldier, and a
Columbine). The music is quirky and jerky, mimicking the
movements of the toys. The scene concludes with a stately
Grandfather Waltz, a traditional German dance.

e No. 6: The Nutcracker (Scene with the Gifts): Clara is
given the Nutcracker doll. The music is gentle and tender,
reflecting her immediate affection for the ugly but
endearing toy. This piece includes a brief quarrel between
Clara and her brother Fritz, who breaks the doll.

e No. 7: The Battle Scene (The Nutcracker and the
Mouse King): This is the dramatic high point of Act I. As
the clock strikes midnight, the music becomes dark,
mysterious, and full of low, rumbling sounds. The famous
Nutcracker songs in order now take a sinister turn as
the Mouse King and his army appear. A frantic, chaotic
battle ensues, climaxing with Clara throwing her slipper to
save the Nutcracker, who then slays the Mouse King.

* No. 8: A Pine Forest in Winter (Journey through the
Snow): The Nutcracker is transformed into a handsome
prince. He leads Clara into a magical pine forest. The music
is a sweeping, romantic waltz that paints a picture of a
silent, snowy landscape. It transitions seamlessly into the
next scene.

e No. 9: Waltz of the Snowflakes: This is the grand finale
of Act I. A full chorus (often sung by a children’s choir) joins
the orchestra, singing a wordless, ethereal melody. The
music swirls and sparkles, perfectly depicting a gentle but
exhilarating snowstorm. It is a breathtaking conclusion to
the first half of the ballet.

Act Il: The Land of Sweets

Act Il is a pure celebration. Clara and the Prince arrive in the
magical Land of Sweets, ruled by the Sugar Plum Fairy. The bulk
of the act is composed of a series of character dances, each
representing a different confection or beverage from around the
world. This is where the most famous Nutcracker songs in
order reside.

e No. 10a: The Magic Castle (The Land of Sweets): A
majestic, regal introduction to the Kingdom of Sweets. The
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music is grand and welcoming, with sweeping harp
glissandos.

No. 10b: Clara and the Nutcracker Prince (Arrival): A
short, transitional piece that announces the arrival of the
heroes. The music is celebratory.

No. 11: Divertissement: This is the core section of Act Il,
a suite of dances performed by various characters. This is
the sequence that most people refer to when discussing
the Nutcracker songs in order.

. Chocolate (Spanish Dance): A lively, rhythmic dance
with castanets and a fiery Spanish flavor. It is short,
punchy, and full of energy.

. Coffee (Arabian Dance): A slow, mysterious, and sinuous
dance. It is one of the most exotic pieces in the score,
featuring a dark, winding melody played by low strings and
winds. It is notably more languid and sensual than the
other dances.

. Tea (Chinese Dance): In contrast to the Coffee, this
dance is incredibly short, fast, and high-pitched. The
bassoons and piccolo play a staccato, almost comical
melody that evokes a delicate, bouncing porcelain doll.

. Trepek (Russian Dance): An incredibly fast and energetic
folk dance. This is a true showstopper, with a tempo that
seems to increase until the very end. It is a burst of pure,
unadulterated energy.

. Dance of the Reed Flutes (Dance of the Mirlitons): A
gentle, pastoral dance played primarily by three flutes. The
melody is simple, sweet, and airy, like a tune played on a
small pipe or reed instrument.

. Mother Gigogne (The Clowns / Mother Ginger): A
boisterous and humorous piece. It accompanies the
character of Mother Ginger, whose enormous skirt opens to
reveal a host of little children (or clowns). The music is
playful and slightly chaotic.

No. 12: Waltz of the Flowers: This is the grand waltz of
Act Il. It is a lush, sweeping, and incredibly beautiful piece
that serves as a prelude to the most famous dance of all.
The full orchestra is employed in a rich, romantic melody
that builds to a magnificent climax. It is one of the most
beloved Nutcracker songs in order for good reason.
No. 13: Pas de Deux (Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy
and the Cavalier): This is the centerpiece of the entire
ballet. It is a grand, classical duet divided into several
parts. The most famous section is the Dance of the Sugar
Plum Fairy, featuring the unique, bell-like sound of the
celesta, an instrument Tchaikovsky insisted on importing
from Paris. The music is delicate, magical, and iconic. The
Pas de Deux also includes a Tarantella, a brief waltz, and a
final, dramatic coda.

* No. 14: Final Waltz and Apotheosis: The ballet

concludes with a grand reprise and final waltz. All the
characters from the Land of Sweets return for a final bow.
The music swells to a triumphant, joyous finale. The final
notes are a gentle, fading goodbye as Clara awakens from
her dream (or, in some versions, sails away in a nutshell
boat). The curtain falls.

WHY THE SEQUENCE MATTERS

Understanding the Nutcracker songs in order is not just a dry
exercise in cataloging; it is the key to understanding the
emotional arc of the story. Tchaikovsky was a master of musical
psychology. The bright, clean Overture promises a simple story.
The March introduces a sense of orderly fun. The dark, chromatic
music of Drosselmeyer and the Battle Scene introduces conflict.
The Waltz of the Snowflakes represents a journey and a
transformation. Finally, the sugary, colorful dances of Act Il are a
reward and a celebration.

The sequence of the Nutcracker songs in order takes the
listener from the real world to a fantasy world and back again.
The placement of the Waltz of the Flowers right before the
Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy is a masterful piece of pacing.
The former is a broad, lush, ensemble piece, while the latter is a
quiet, intimate solo. This contrast makes the solo even more
magical and special. Similarly, the frantic Russian Dance
provides a sharp, exciting contrast to the gentle Dance of the
Reed Flutes that follows it. Tchaikovsky’s careful ordering is
what makes the ballet a cohesive, satisfying work of art, rather
than a mere collection of pretty tunes.

BEYOND THE BALLET: THE CONCERT SUITE AND
HOLIDAY PLAYLISTS

While the full score is the definitive version of the Nutcracker
songs in order, Tchaikovsky’s own concert suite is arguably
even more famous. The suite, Op. 71a, is a shorter, condensed
version that removes most of the narrative music (like the party
scenes and the battle) and focuses on the highlights. The
sequence of the suite is:

Miniature Overture

March

Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy
Russian Dance (Trepak)
Arabian Dance (Coffee)
Chinese Dance (Tea)

Dance of the Reed Flutes
Waltz of the Flowers
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This is the order most often heard on the radio during the
holidays and on countless Nutcracker-themed albums. It is the
perfect entry point for new listeners. However, for a truly
immersive experience
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