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INTRODUCTION TO THE TIMELESS MAGIC OF
TCHAIKOVSKY’S NUTCRACKER

Every  holiday  season,  millions  of  people  around  the  world  find
themselves humming the delicate, bell-like tones of the Dance
of the Sugar Plum Fairy or tapping their feet to the exuberant
Trepak.  The music from Tchaikovsky’s ballet, The Nutcracker,
has  become  synonymous  with  Christmas,  winter  magic,  and
childhood  wonder.  Yet,  for  many  listeners,  the  experience  is
limited to a handful of famous excerpts. To truly appreciate this
masterpiece, it helps to understand The Nutcracker songs in
order,  from the hushed opening bars  of  the overture to  the
grand, sweeping finale. Knowing the sequence not only enhances
your listening experience but also reveals the story Tchaikovsky
so carefully painted with his orchestration.
Composed  in  1892,  the  ballet  originally  received  a  mixed
reception.  Audiences  were  unsure  what  to  make  of  a  story
centered on a toy, a battle with mice, and a journey to a kingdom
of sweets. Over time, however, the music proved unforgettable.
Today, Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker stands as one of the most
performed and recorded ballets in history. Whether you are a
first-time  listener,  a  seasoned  balletomane,  or  a  parent
introducing  your  child  to  classical  music,  understanding  The
Nutcracker songs in order  provides a roadmap to a richer,
more meaningful encounter with this beloved work.
In this article, we will walk through every major musical number
as it appears in the full ballet. We will also touch on the famous
Nutcracker Suite, the concert version that Tchaikovsky himself
prepared,  which rearranges the music  for  a  purely  orchestral
experience. By the end, you will not only know The Nutcracker
songs in order  but also appreciate why each piece holds its
specific place in the narrative.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BALLET: TWO ACTS OF
ENCHANTMENT

Before  diving  into  the  specific  movements,  it  is  helpful  to
understand the overall architecture of the ballet. The Nutcracker
is  divided  into  two  acts.  The  first  act  takes  place  in  the  real
world—a  German  household  on  Christmas  Eve—and  then
transitions into a fantasy realm through the imagination of the
young  heroine,  Clara.  The  second  act  is  set  entirely  in  the
magical Land of Sweets, where Clara and her Nutcracker Prince
are welcomed with a series of dazzling national dances.
Tchaikovsky composed the music with a keen sense of theatrical
pacing.  He  used  leitmotifs,  recurring  themes  associated  with
specific  characters  or  ideas,  to  unify  the  score.  The  famous
celesta, a keyboard instrument that produces a tinkling, bell-like
sound, was employed for the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy,
giving  that  character  an  otherworldly,  ethereal  quality.
Understanding The Nutcracker songs in order helps you follow
these musical threads as they weave in and out of the scenes.

ACT I: THE CHRISTMAS EVE PARTY AND THE DREAM

1. Overture
The ballet begins with a miniature overture that sets a playful,
magical tone. It is scored for the higher registers of the orchestra,
with no lower strings or brass. This gives the opening a light,
sparkling  quality,  like  the  shimmer  of  tinsel  on  a  tree.  The
overture introduces two main themes that will reappear later in
the ballet, but it does so in a condensed, almost hurried manner,
as if the music itself cannot wait for the story to begin. When
listing The Nutcracker songs in order,  the overture is  the
essential starting point, establishing the mood of anticipation and
wonder.

2. Scene 1: The Christmas
Tree (Decoration Scene)
As the curtain rises, the music becomes warm and festive. This
scene  depicts  the  decorating  of  the  Christmas  tree  in  the
Stahlbaum family home. Tchaikovsky builds the music gradually,
mirroring  the  family’s  excitement  as  candles  are  lit  and
ornaments are hung. The orchestra swells into a grand, majestic
theme that  represents  the  tree  itself,  now fully  adorned and
glowing. This is one of the most visually iconic moments in the
ballet, and the music supports it with a sense of ceremony and
joy.

3. March
One of the most instantly recognizable pieces in the entire score,
the March signals the arrival of the children. The melody is crisp,
rhythmic, and full of youthful energy. It is played in a bright G
major key, and its simple, repeating phrases make it incredibly
easy  to  remember.  The  March  is  often  one  of  the  first  pieces
children learn to identify when studying The Nutcracker songs
in order, and it remains a favorite in holiday concerts and school
performances.

4. Children’s Galop and
Dance of the Parents
Following the march, the children perform a lively galop. This is a
fast, spirited dance in duple time. The parents then join in with a
more  stately,  restrained  dance.  Tchaikovsky  contrasts  the
exuberance  of  the  young  ones  with  the  dignified  movement  of
the adults, creating a charming social portrait of a 19th-century
Christmas  party.  This  section  is  sometimes  cut  in  shorter
performances, but it adds depth to the domestic scene.

5. Arrival of Drosselmeyer
The music  shifts  dramatically  when the mysterious godfather,
Drosselmeyer,  arrives.  Tchaikovsky  uses  a  darker,  more
chromatic theme to signal his entrance. This music has a slightly
sinister,  magical  quality.  Drosselmeyer  is  a  toymaker  and  a
magician, and the orchestra reflects his dual nature. The strings
play in a lower register, and the brass adds a touch of ominous
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grandeur.  This  moment  is  a  turning  point  in  the  ballet,  as
Drosselmeyer brings the nutcracker doll that will set the entire
story in motion.

6. Grandpa’s Dance
(Großvater Tanz)
This is a traditional German folk dance that was often included in
19th-century  holiday  celebrations.  Tchaikovsky  uses  a  simple,
rustic melody to evoke a sense of old-world tradition. The dance
involves all generations of the family, from the youngest children
to the eldest grandparents. It provides a moment of communal
warmth before the evening ends and the children are sent to bed.

7. Clara and the Nutcracker
(Scene and Dance)
After the guests leave, Clara steals back into the darkened living
room to check on her beloved nutcracker doll. The music here is
tender,  gentle,  and  full  of  wonder.  Tchaikovsky  uses  solo
woodwinds and soft strings to create an intimate atmosphere.
Clara  falls  asleep  with  the  doll  in  her  arms,  and  the  music
becomes hazy and dreamlike. This is the moment where reality
begins to blur into fantasy.

8. The Battle (The
Nutcracker and the Mouse
King)
Suddenly, the music erupts into chaos. The Christmas tree begins
to grow, the toys come to life, and an army of mice, led by the
fearsome Mouse King, attacks. The Battle Scene is a tour de
force of  orchestral  writing.  Tchaikovsky uses martial  rhythms,
crashing cymbals, and frantic runs in the strings to convey the
confusion and violence of the fight. The Nutcracker leads his toy
soldiers into battle. Just when all seems lost, Clara throws her
slipper  at  the  Mouse  King,  distracting  him  and  allowing  the
Nutcracker  to  deliver  the  fatal  blow.  The  music  reaches  a
triumphant climax as the Mouse King is defeated.

9. In the Christmas Tree /
The Pine Forest
After the battle, the Nutcracker is transformed into a handsome
prince. He takes Clara on a journey through a magical forest. The
music becomes serene and expansive, with a sweeping melody
that  suggests  travel  and  discovery.  This  scene  is  often
accompanied by a backdrop of falling snow and towering pine
trees.  The orchestra uses a wordless chorus (or  sometimes a
children's choir) to add an ethereal, otherworldly texture.

10. Waltz of the Snowflakes

The first act concludes with one of the most famous pieces in the
ballet:  the  Waltz  of  the  Snowflakes.  A  chorus  of  children  (or
adults, depending on the production) sings a wordless, swirling
melody  while  dancers  in  white  costumes  perform  a  snowflake
ballet. The music is built on a gentle, rocking waltz rhythm, with
delicate  arpeggios  in  the  harps  and  flutes.  Snow  begins  to  fall
onstage, and the act ends in a breathtaking blizzard of  light,
sound, and motion. When audiences think of The Nutcracker
songs  in  order,  the  Waltz  of  the  Snowflakes  is  often  the
emotional high point of Act I, a moment of pure, visual poetry.

ACT II: THE LAND OF SWEETS

11. The Magic Castle / The
Land of Sweets
(Introduction)
Act II opens with a majestic fanfare. Clara and the Prince arrive in
the Land of Sweets, a magical kingdom ruled by the Sugar Plum
Fairy. The music is grand and celebratory, with bright brass and
sparkling  percussion.  The  scenery  typically  depicts  a  palace
made of candy, icing, and marzipan. This introduction sets the
stage for the series of divertissements that follow.

12. Arrival of Clara and the
Prince (Scene)
The Sugar Plum Fairy welcomes Clara and her Prince. The music
is regal and gracious. Tchaikovsky introduces a new theme for
the Sugar Plum Fairy, which will reappear in her solo dance later.
This  scene provides a brief  moment of  dialogue between the
characters, expressed through the orchestra.

13. Divertissements: The
National Dances
The heart  of  Act  II  is  a  sequence of  character  dances,  each
representing a different region or confection. These are the most
famous and frequently excerpted pieces from the entire ballet.
Understanding their order is key to appreciating the structure of
the act.

13A. CHOCOLATE (SPANISH DANCE)
The  first  divertissement  is  a  lively  Spanish  dance.  It  features
castanets  and  a  bold,  rhythmic  melody.  The  music  is  fiery  and
passionate, a stark contrast to the gentle waltz that preceded it.

13B. COFFEE (ARABIAN DANCE)
The second dance is a slow, sinuous Arabian dance. Tchaikovsky
uses a drone bass, muted strings, and a sinuous melody played
by the oboe and clarinet. The Arabian Dance is mysterious and
exotic, evoking the atmosphere of a Middle Eastern bazaar. It is


