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The most popular of all Russian composers,
Peter Tchaikovsky is probably best known for
his ballets. Swan Lake, Sleeping Beauty, and
Nutcracker are still performed worldwide. But
a good part of Tchaikovsky’s career was
spent writing operas. Eugene Onegin and
The Queen of Spades are two of his better-
known works.

A precocious child, Peter could read French and
German by the age of six. At seven, he wrote verses in
French. In school, he studied to be a lawyer. It was not
until he was twenty-one years old that he turned his
focus to music. But this man who made such beautiful
melodies was unhappy most of his life. He was terrified
when he stood in front of an orchestra. He had an
unrealistic fear that his head would fall off and he
actually held his left hand under his chin to keep his
head attached! He had miserable relationships with
women and a disastrous marriage.

He left a great legacy of beautiful music. From
the diaries and letters he wrote, we know about the life
of Peter Tchaikovsky. In this book, young adults are
introduced to one of the greatest composers of all time.
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Masters of

Music

T
he Christmas holiday season wouldn’t be complete for
many families without attending a performance of The
Nutcracker ballet. It is probably the world’s most popular

ballet because it appeals to people of all ages. Children as young as
three and four romp about the theater lobby before the show. The
little girls are often wearing new dresses, while the boys may be
wearing freshly ironed shirts and ties for the first time. Everyone is
ready to have a good time.

When the audience has settled in their seats, the overhead
lights grow dim. Soon the auditorium is almost entirely dark. Then
the conductor comes out, raises his baton, and the bright and
bubbly overture begins. The overture sets the mood for the rest of
the show.

The festive feeling continues as the curtain rises on the annual
Christmas party hosted by the Stahlbaum family. There is a beauti-
ful Christmas tree and everyone is enjoying themselves, especially
the two Stahlbaum children, Clara and Fritz. Many of their friends
are there.

A Happy Dance,
An Unhappy Man
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Then Herr Drosselmeier makes an appearance. He is the godfa-
ther of both Clara and Fritz and has presents for them. Clara’s gift
is a large nutcracker doll. Fritz is jealous; he snatches it away and
damages it. Though Clara is heartbroken, Drosselmeier manages to
repair it. Not long afterward, the party comes to an end. The guests
leave, and the Stahlbaums go upstairs to get ready for bed. But
Clara is worried about her new toy and can’t sleep. So she goes back
downstairs to check on it.

Then something magical happens. The Christmas tree grows
much larger, and some mice, under the leadership of the gigantic
Mouse King, come running onto the stage. The Nutcracker comes
to life and calls for help. Many toy soldiers respond, and there is a
big battle. The mice are winning and the Mouse King is about to
stab the Nutcracker with a sword. Just before that can happen,
Clara throws her shoe at the Mouse King. It strikes him on the
head and he collapses. The rest of the mice retreat.

The Nutcracker thanks Clara and turns into a handsome prince.
He leads her through an enchanted forest with many dancing
snowflakes. Then they take a long voyage to his kingdom. His
subjects are happy to see him, and they perform several dances in
Clara’s honor. The entertainment reaches its peak with the famous
Waltz of the Flowers and the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy. When
the dancing finally ends, Clara and the prince prepare to leave.
Everyone in the kingdom waves good-bye.

A few moments later, Clara wakes up. She is back in her house.
It has all been a dream. And what a dream!—with dancers in elabo-
rate, beautiful costumes, swirling about the stage in almost con-
stant colorful movement, and set decorations all brilliantly painted.

But the most memorable part of The Nutcracker is the uplifting
music. The tunes are all bright and cheerful. Even people who don’t
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Another scene from The Nutcracker. A few minutes after showing off his me-
chanical dolls, Herr Drosselmeier presents Clara with her gift, a toy nutcracker.
All the children want to touch it. Later both the toy and the Christmas tree in the
background become much larger.

listen to classical music have probably heard parts of The Nutcracker
in advertisements, as background music while they do their Christ-
mas shopping, or at other times when someone is trying to create
an upbeat atmosphere.

It is only natural to assume that The Nutcracker’s composer was a
bright and cheerful man. After all, how could anyone who wasn’t
happy write such glad music?

In reality, the composer was actually very depressed as he was
writing The Nutcracker. He had been depressed for much of his life,
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but things had been getting worse. His beloved sister had just died.
One of his most cherished friends had recently abandoned him.

After its premiere in 1892, The Nutcracker was publicly criticized.
The composer himself would be dead within a year.

His name was Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky.

“The Waltz of the Snowflakes” from The Nutcracker. This scene comes at the end
of Act I after Clara and the Prince have defeated the Mouse King.
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