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The harp, in this section, is orchestrated in a way where Tchaikovsky means for it to 

be deliberately audible. Each time the melody pauses on a sustained note, the harp plays 

arpeggios, almost like an echo or afterthought of each phrase (ex. 38).  

 
EXAMPLE 38: Harps I & II echoing the melody in the pax de deux. 
 

 
 

 
While the harmonic progression is sufficient to signify the development and changes 

that Claire is reflecting on when she overcame hardship, the harp retains an ever-present 

sense of liminality. She is psychologically straddling between what is real (Claire’s 

emotions) versus what is merely a dream (the events that led to Claire’s emotional 

experience). These experiences and emotions aren’t just being explored, rather they are 

being explored from the perspective of a growing young girl (transition), who is falling in 

love (rite of transition, leading to betrothal). As seen before in the main body of “Waltz 
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of the Flowers,” the harp is likely present during the Pas de deux to retain an “other-

worldly” sense, retaining the notion that Claire’s explorations of romance, and its various 

transitions, are still taking place within Claire’s dreams. In the end, the dramatic, regal, 

build-up to a modulation and cadence back to the relative major (G Major) signals that 

Claire was victorious.  

The harps continue to audibly play arpeggios during brief gaps when the rest of the 

orchestra either has rests or is playing sustained notes, with Harps I and II alternating, so 

that each harp is allowed to ring for the longest possible span of time (ex. 39).  

 
EXAMPLE 39: Score excerpt begins with cadence on G Major, followed by Harps I & II 
alternating arpeggios to maximize the time each harp resonates. 
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In a last moment of emphasizing the harps’ resonating timbre, the harps play 

contrasting arpeggios as the rest of the orchestra victoriously concludes the Pas de deux 

by playing sustained notes (ex. 40).  

EXAMPLE 40: End of pas de deux shows harps playing contrasting arpeggios at full 
volume. 
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Claire’s emotional transition from uncertainty and angst to strength and overcoming 

is now conclusive. All of these intertwined liminal themes are still manifesting within 

Claire’s dreams, as made clear by the unobstructed presence of the harp. 

The harp then remains silent through the remainder of scene 14, as the ballet reverts 

to its narratively stagnant format, with featured solos dancing to a Tarantelle and the 

famous music of the Sugar Plum Fairy. 

5.9  Act II, No. 15: Valse finale et Apothéose 

During the final scene of the ballet, there is a waltz-like triple-meter as the dancers 

being lining up to bow for the audience. The harps stay silent until the key temporarily 

modulates to D major, and Tchaikovsky uses a sparkling texture to express the magical, 

other-worldly quality of the ballet’s storyline (ex. 41).  

EXAMPLE 41: Harps I & II double each other with Celeste to create a sparkling texture. 
 

 

In this case, the harp plays in the upper half of its register, while playing in conjunction 

with the celeste, flutes, and piccolo. 
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At the end of scene 15, during the Grande Finale (L’Apotheose), the harps “sparkle” 

for the very last time, by playing rhythmically quick passages in the higher register of the 

instrument, in conjunction with the celeste (ex. 42). 

 
EXAMPLE 42: The final appearance of the harps in The Nutcracker ballet, playing a 
“sparkle” texture. 
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Tremolos in string section and trills in the woodwind sections create a sense of 

instability.  The resonance of the celeste and harps playing sixteenth notes, emphasizes 

the “sparkling” quality that maintains the sense of being present in a different world, and 

the position of this passage at the very end of the ballet signifies that the story is 

transitioning away from the magical world within Claire’s dreams.  The high registers in 

which each instrument plays is conducive to imitating the sparkling texture, but also re-

emphasize Claire’s youth. With much of the ballet’s story about liminality and the 

thresholds crossed between different unknown and magical places, the harp and celeste 

maintain their sixteenth note texture for the entire finale, until the last seven measures of 

the entire ballet score, at which point the rest of the orchestra plays a grandiose cadence 

to conclude the ballet, as Claire awakens from her dream. 
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Conclusion 

Once The Nutcracker ballet became a regular part of holiday festivities, the influence 

of its music on the masses also became a regular part of the subconscious reinforcement 

of the harp’s representation of liminality.  Deeper analysis of the score showed that the 

harps appeared around the general theme of dreams, love, and magical/supernatural 

destinations, not to directly express those themes, but to facilitate the transition of the 

story to and from these places, or to maintain movement within each of these places.  The 

psychological, emotional, supernatural, and even practical storytelling thresholds that 

were crossed coincide with compositional choices that exposed and maximized the harp’s 

resonating timbre.  Beyond The Nutcracker ballet, many other pieces have also 

effectively used the harp to convey liminality, while iconography and religious texts have 

also confirmed this association.  

Though simplistic in its original design, the harp’s evolution as an instrument also 

demonstrated that retaining the harp’s ability to ring was a priority for musicians and 

listeners, even at the expense of becoming a fully chromatic instrument. This ringing 

timbre, and the indefinite nature of vibrating open strings, has been the essential quality 

that has given the harp a unique niche within the comprehensive range of musical 

expression, and an ability to convey the types of emotions that are coupled with the 

indefiniteness that people sense as they experience change and transformation.   
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APPENDIX I: 
 

LIST of MOVEMENTS in THE NUTCRACKER, 
and the NUMBER of HARPS USED 

 
Act and Scene Description Harp 

Act I, Scene I, No. 1 Scène: L’ornement et l’illumination de l’arbre de Noël I 
Act I, Scene I, No. 2 Marche --- 
Act I, Scene I, No. 3 Petit galop des enfants et entrée des parents --- 
Act I, Scene I, No. 4 Scène dansante --- 
Act I, Scene I, No. 5 Scène et danse Grossvater --- 
Act I, Scene 1, No. 6 Scène: Le départ des invités: La nuit I 
Act I, Scene 2, No. 8 Scène: Une forêt de sapins en hiver I & II 
Act I, Scene 2, No. 9 Valse des flocons de neige I & II 
Act II, No. 10 Scène: La palais enchanté de Confiturenbourg I & II 
Act II, No. 11 Scène: L’arrivée de Casse-Noisette et Claire I & II 
Act II, No. 12  Divertissement 

1. Le chocolat: Danse espagnole 
2. Le café: Danse arabe 
3. Le thé: Danse chinoise. Allegro moderato 
4. Trépak: Danse russe. Tempo di Trepak, molto 
vivace 
5. Danse des mirlitons 
6. La mère Gigogne et les polichinelles 

--- 

Act II, No. 13 Valse des fleurs I 
Act II, No. 14 Pas de deux—Andante maestoso I & II 
Act II, No. 15 Valse finale et Apothéose I & II 
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APPENDIX II: 
FRENCH to ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS of STAGE CUES in FIRST EDITION 

SCORE of THE NUTCRACKER BALLET 
Translation By: Daniel Higgins 

 

Page 
# 

French Stage Cues in  
First Edition score of  
The Nutcracker Ballet 

English Translation Translator’s Comments 

26 Le prèsident avec sa 
femme et ses invités 
ornent l’arbre de Noël 

The president, with his 
wife and guests, 
decorate the Christmas 
tree. 

The grave accent on the 
word “prèsident” is more 
indicative of old French. 
Modern French uses an 
acute accent. 

36 Il sonne neuf heures. À 
chaque coup de 
l’horloge la chouette fait 
un mouvement avec ses 
ailes.  

The clock sounds nine 
o’clock. At every 
striking of the clock, an 
owl moves its wings.. 

 

36 Tout est prèt, il est temps 
d’appeler les enfants 

Everything is ready: it’s 
time to call for the 
children. 

 

40 La porte s’ouvre. 
L’entrée des enfants 

The door opens. 
Children enter. 

 

44 Les enfants s’arrètent 
saisis d’étonnement 

The children stop, 
stupefied. 

 

46 Le président ordonne de 
jouer une marche 

The president orders a 
march to be played. 

Presumably he orders the 
orchestra/musicians, but it 
is unspecified. 

77 Entrée des parents en 
“incroyables.” 

Enters the parents, 
“incredible.” 

In this case, “incredible” 
may mean "amazing" or 
“unbelievable.” 

90 Arrivée du conseiller 
Drosselmayer.  La 
grande horloge sonne, la 
chouette bat des ailes.   

The councilor 
drossmayer arrives. The 
large clock rings, the 
owl flaps its wings. 

“Grandfather clock” may 
also be appropriate in 
place of “large clock.” 
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90 Les enfants vont se 
blottir prés des parents; 
ils se rassurent en voyant 
que Drosselmayer porte 
des joujoux. 

The children gather near 
their parents. They 
come out when they see 
Drosselmayer carrying 
toys. 

I would interpret “gather” 
more as a "cowering" near 
their parents, clearly shy. 
The word "rassurent" is 
more like to "regain 
courage." 

96 Les deux enfants du 
Président attendant avec 
impatience la 
distribution des cadeaux 
du parrain 
Drosselmayer.   

The president's two 
children wait with 
impatience to open 
Uncle Drosselmayer's 
gifts. 

From the analysis: in the 
original story, 
Drosselmayer is described 
as a close family friend 
who they call “uncle” by 
courtesy. 

96 Celui-ci fait apporter 
deux caisses de l’une 
retire un grand chou de 
l’autre un grand paté.   

He has two boxes 
brought out, from one 
he takes a giant "puff 
pastry", from the other a 
giant pie. 

The word "chou" and 
"pate" are ambiguous 
without context. Given the 
later, I interpret the first 
one to be a pastry, keeping 
with the food theme. 

96 Tout le monde est 
etonné. 

Everyone is astonished.  

99 Drosselmayer en 
souriant ordonne qu’on 
pose devant lui les deuz 
cadeaux.   

Drosselmayer, smiling, 
orders the two gifts to 
be set before him. 

 

99 Une grande poupée sort 
du chou et un solat du 
paté. 

A giant doll comes out 
of the pastry and a 
soldier out of the pie. 

 

102 Pas de deux: la 
permission de dix 
heures. 

Pas de deux: the ten 
hours grant. 

From the analysis:   
"Les enfants vont avoir la 
permission de dix 
heures,"  which I believe 
refers to the children being 
permitted to stay up until 
10 pm. 
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115 Scène et Danse du 
Gross-vater 

Scene and Dance of the 
Grossvater 

The Großvater Tanz is a 
dance played at the end of 
celebrations. 

115 Claire et Fritz 
maintenant sont 
enchantés et veulent 
emporter les joujoux. 

Claire and Fritz are 
enchanted and want to 
keep the toys. 

 

115 Les parents le leur 
défendent. 

The parents forbid it.  

115 Claire pleure. Claire cries.  

115 Fritz fait le capricieux. Fritz throws a tantrum. Capricieux has a different 
meaning: an impulsive, 
seemingly unmotivated 
notion or action. The 
alternative is tantrum 
which fits better here. 

115 Pour le consoler le vieux 
conseiller retire de sa 
poche un troisième 
cadeau : un casse-
noisette. 

To appease [comfort] 
them, the old councilor 
reaches into his pocket 
and takes out a third 
gift: a Nutcracker. 

 

115 Claire est enchantée du 
petit bonhomme. 

Claire is delighted with 
the little guy. 

 

115 Claire demande au 
conseiller la destination 
du cadeau. 

Claire asks the 
councilor what the gift 
is designed to do. 

The word in French is 
“destination,” its meaning 
and usage here is archaic: 
today it's more commonly 
used in the same way as in 
English but in this case it 
is the purpose of the gift. 

115 Celuici prend une 
noisette et la fait casser 
par le casse-noisette. 

The councilor takes a 
nut [hazelnut] and 
operates the Nutcracker 
to crack it. 
 

Noisette is a hazelnut and 
not just any type of nut. 
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115 Fritz entendant le knack-
knack du casse-noisette 
s’interesse à lui. 

Fritz hear the “knack-
knack” [sound] of the 
Nutcracker and gets 
interested. 

 

115 Il veut à son tour lui 
faire casser des 
noisettes. 

He also wants to crack 
hazelnuts with it. 

 

115 Claire ne veut pas le lui 
donner. 

Claire does not want to 
give it to him. 

 

115 Les parents font 
observer à la petite que 
le casse-noisette ne lui 
appartient pas à elle 
seule. 

The parents point out to 
Claire that the 
Nutcracker does not 
belong solely to her. 

 

115 Claire cède son favori à 
son frère et regarde avec 
effroi comment Fritz lui 
fait casser deux 
noisettes, 

Claire gives her favorite 
to her brother and 
watches, horrified at 
how he makes it crack 
nuts. 

The next two are a single 
sentences are split to 
convey the drama’s sense 
of urgency in the 
explanatory text. The 
music crescendos at the 
same time until Fritz 
breaks the Nutcracker’s 
teeth, at which there’s a 
brutal ratchet (the 
instrument) sound. 

115 puis il lui fourre dans la 
bouche une si grande 
noix que les dents du 
casse-noisette se cassent. 

Fritz stuffs a nut so big 
in the Nutcracker’s jaws 
that its teeth break. 

126 Fritz jette le jouet en 
riant. 

Fritz throws the toy 
aside, laughing. 

 

126 Claire le prend et avec 
des caresses tâche de 
consoler son favori. 

Claire picks it up and, 
tenderly petting it, tries 
to comfort her favorite. 

 

126 Elle enlève la poupée du 
lit et y pose le 
bonhomme 

She removes the doll 
from her bed and puts 
the “little guy” in its 
place. 

It is assumed here is that 
there is another doll, not 
the Nutcracker, and she 
removes it to put the 
Nutcracker in its place. 
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The word used 
“bonhomme” is often used 
for little (male) kids and 
very old ones alike. It 
translates literally to “good 
man.” 

128 La berceuse The lullaby  

 Elle est par deux fois 
interrompue par fritz et 
ses amis avec leur 
vacarme de tambours, 
trompettes, etc.. 

She is twice interrupted 
by Fritz and his friends 
with their racket of 
drums, trumpets and 
other instruments. 

 

133 Pour couper court a ce 
tumulte, le président prie 
ses invitées de danser un 
gross-vater 

To cut short to this 
noisy ruckus, the 
president request that 
his guests dance a 
Gross-vater. 

The Großvater Tanz is a 
dance played at the end of 
celebrations.  Robert 
Schumann also quotes it in 
his Papillons (1831), and 
Carnaval (1835). 

138 Les invités remercient le 
prèsident et sa femme et 
s'en vont 

The guests thank the 
president and his wife 
and then take their 
leave. 

 

138 On ordonne aux enfants 
d'aller se coucher 

The kids are sent off to 
bed. 

 

138 Claire demande la 
permission d’emporter 
avec elle le casse-
noisette malade 

Claire asks for 
permission to bring the 
sick Nutcracker with 
her. 

 

138 Elle s’en va toute 
chagrine après avoir 
bien enveloppé son 
favori 

She leaves, saddened, 
after tucking her 
favorite into bed. 

The word “enveloppé” is 
literally “wrapped” here. 
But the meaning appears 
to be a kind of tucking in. 
It is implied that she was 
refused permission. 

145 La scene est vide The scene is empty.  
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145 Il se fait nuit It is night.  

145 La lune éclaire le salon 
par la fenêtre 

The moon illuminates 
the room through the 
window. 

 

145 Claire en toilette de nuit 
revient avec precaution; 

Claire, in her 
nightgown, carefully 
returns; 

 

145 Avant de s’endormir elle 
a voulu voir son malade 
chéri 

Before going to sleep, 
she wanted to see her 
cherished sick charge. 

“son malade cherie” 
doesn’t translate very well, 
“malade” (used as a noun) 
being a “sick person.” It 
could be “her favorite sick 
person,” but I chose to 
view it more as a nurse 
taking care of a patient 

145 Elle a peur She is afraid.  

145 Elle s’avance vers le lit 
de casse-noisette qui lui 
semble produire une 
lumière fantastique 

She moves toward the 
nutcracker's bed which 
seem to be producing a 
fantastical light. 

“Fantastical” as in a 
supernatural or ghostly 
light 

145 Minuit sonne Midnight chimes “Sonne” implies that the 
“chiming” of a clock, but 
the term “sonne” is often 
used to denote the passing 
of time, with or without a 
chime. 

145 Elle regarde l’horloge et 
voit avec effroi que la 
chouette s’est 
transformée en 
grosselmayer qui la 
regarde avec son rire 
moqueur 

She looks at the clock 
and sees, to her horror, 
that the owl has 
transformed into 
Grosselmayer, who 
looks at her with a 
mocking grin. 
 
 

“Grosselmayer” being the 
councillor. 
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145 Elle veut s’enfuir, mais 
les forces lui manquent 

She wants to run away, 
but her strength fails 
her. 

 

151 Dans le silence de la nuit 
elle entend les souris qui 
grattent 

In the quiet of the night 
she can hear mice 
scratching. 

 

151 Elle fait un effort pour 
s'en aller mais les souris 
apparaissent de tous 
côtés 

She tries to leave, but 
mice appear from 
everywhere. 

“De tous côtés” literally 
means “from all sides.” 

151 Alors elle veut s’enfuir 
mais sa frayeur est trop 
grande 

She wants to leave, but 
she is too frightened. 

 

151 Elle s’affaisse sur une 
chaise 

She collapses on a 
chair. 

 

151 Tout disparaît Everything disappears.  

155 L’arbre de noël grandit 
et peu à peu devient 
immense 

The Christmas tree 
grows and little by little 
becoming gigantic. 

 

170 La sentinelle crie: “qui 
vive?” 

The sentry shouts: who 
goes there? 

“Qui vive” is “who lives?” 
a common shout for a 
guard, but a different 
question would be used by 
English sentinels. I 
substituted the English 
phrase here. 

170 Pas de réponse No answer.  

170 Elle tire un coup He shoots once. “Elle” would be “she,” 
which without more 
context could imply 
Claire. “Sentry,” however, 
is a feminine noun, even if 
the person assigned as a 
sentry is male. I chose to 
refer to the sentry rather 
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than Claire. 

170 Le coup de fusil The gunshot This is a note on the last 
measure, implying the 
sound from the orchestra 
should be that of a 
gunshot. 

171 Les poupées sont 
effarouchées 

The dolls are 
alarmed/scared. 

“Effarouchées” is scared, 
maybe not quite enough to 
run away, but enough to 
cause confusion and 
maybe some running 
around on the stage. 

171 La sentinelle réveille les 
lapins à tambours 

The sentry wakes up the 
drum rabbits. 

“Drum rabbits” means 
rabbits playing drums. 

172 Les lapins battent 
l’alarme 

The rabbits drum 
furiously in alarm. 

“Furiously” is not in the 
original text, but “drum in 
alarm” doesn’t quite 
convey the meaning here. 

172 Les souris et les soldats 
à pain d'épices se 
rangent en bataille 

The mice and 
Gingerbread soldiers 
align themselves for 
battle. 

 

172 lapins a tambours The drum rabbits  

174 la bataille The battle  

182 Casse-noisette appelle sa 
vieille garde 

The Nutcracker calls for 
his old guard. 

 

182 Il crie: “aux armes!” He shouts: “To arms!”  

183 Le roi des souris arrive The King of the Mice 
enters. 

 

183 Son armée l’açcclame His army cheers for 
him. 

 

185 La seconde bataille The second battle 
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195 Claire jette son soulier 
sur le roi des souris et 
tombe évanouie. 

Claire throws her shoe 
at the Mouse King and 
faints 

“Shoe” is the word used, 
but it implies “slipper.” 

197 Une forêt de sapins en 
hiver 

A forest of fir trees in 
winter 

 

197 Les gnomes avec des 
flambeaux se placent 
prés de l’arbre de noël 
pour faire honneur au 
prince, à claire et au 
joujoux qui vont se 
placer sur l'arbre 

The gnomes, bearing 
torches, position 
themselves next to the 
Christmas tree to honor 
the Prince, Claire, and 
the toys which array 
themselves on the tree. 

 

218 Valse des flocons de 
neige 

The snowflake waltz  

218 CHOEUR invisible de 24 
voix de femmes, ou 
d’enfants sur la scène 

Invisible chorus of 24 
women’s voices, or 
children, in the scene 

In the score, it is clearly 
described as a chorus of 24 
women or children 
“humming” (“chante 
bouche fermee,” or singing 
with their mouth closed). 

249 Une forte rafale fait 
tourbillonner les flocons 
de neige 

A strong gust of wind 
makes the snowflakes 
whirl. 

 

260 “Jeu de cloches” Set of bells The “bells” refer to a 
musical instrument. 

268 AVIS. l'artiste qui 
remplira cette partie 
devra ètre un bon 
pianiste 

Note: The artist who 
will play this part must 
be a good pianist. 

 

291 La fée dragée apparait 
avec sa suite 

The Fairy Dragée 
appears with her 
followers. 

It is implied that a cohort 
of court followers (“her 
suite”) are around the 
Fairy. A dragée is a type 
of hard sugar candy in the 
shape of a ball (a “plum”). 
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294 Le fleuve d’essence de 
rose se gonfle 

The river of rose water 
essences surges. 

They are now in realm of 
“Confiturenbourg.” 
Confiture in French is 
“jam,” such as a fruit jam. 
The kingdom is made of 
sweets and candies, and a 
river of rose water is 
shown in the distance. 
They are presented to the 
Fairie Dragée and the 
Prince Orgeat. This 
context is taken from the 
score. 

294 Claire et le prince 
paraissent 

Claire and the Prince 
appear. 

 

305 Douze petits pages 
arrivent portant des 
flambeaux 

Twelve little pages 
come bearing torches. 

 

311 Casse noisette raconte 
son histoire et comment 
Claire l’a sauvé 

Nutcracker tells his 
story and how Claire 
saved him. 

This story is told to the 
Confiturenbourg court. 

317 la cour célèbre le service 
rendu par claire au 
prince 

The court celebrates the 
service rendered by 
Claire to the Prince. 

 

320 Sur un signe de la Fée 
dragée une table 
resplendissante parait 

The Fairy makes a 
signal and a sumptuous 
table appears. 

The French text makes it 
seem that this happens as 
if by magic: the score 
implies she signals 
servants to set it up. 

502 L’Apotheose The “Grand Finale”  
 


