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May 7, 1840 – November 6, 1893
Born in Russia

 •  Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky was born in 1840 in a mining 
town in the eastern part of Russia where his father 
was an engineer and the local governor. He loved 
Russian art and literature, the pomp and ceremony 
of the Russian Orthodox Church, and the folk songs 
and dances of his country. 

•  Although he had been trained for a career in law, 
he was not happy in that profession. When he was 
23, he gave up his government job so that he could 
enter the St. Petersburg Conservatory and study 
music. 

•  Following his graduation, Tchaikovsky spent several 
years as a professor at the Moscow Conservatory 
until he could establish himself as a composer and 
earn his living writing music. 

•  In 1877, Madame Von Meck, a wealthy widow, discovered Tchaikovsky’s music 
and took him under her patronage. The two exchanged letters for nearly fourteen 
years. In these letters, Tchaikovsky shared many of his thoughts and feelings with 
von Meck which he never revealed to other people. However, at von Meck’s re-
quest, the two never met face to face. 

•  In his later years, Tchaikovsky spent much time traveling to other countries where he 
appeared as guest conductor and supervised performances of his works. In 1891, 
he came to the United States for a month and conducted concerts in New York 
City, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C. Whenever he was back home 
in Russia and not actively engaged in composing, he liked to work in his garden, 
take long walks in the woods near his house, and spend quiet evenings with family 
members and friends. 

•  One of the most famous and popular composers of all time, he composed three 
ballets, six symphonies, ten operas and other works including the very famous 1812 
Overture.



The Sleeping Beauty
Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky
•  The Sleeping Beauty is a ballet consisting of a Prologue and 3 Acts.  It is based on a 

story by Charles Perrault and was first choreographed by Marius Petipa.  Peter Ilyich 
Tchaikovsky composed The Sleeping Beauty between December 1888 and Sep-
tember 1889.  

Synopsis:
•  Prologue:  The king and queen bring their baby daughter, Aurora to be christened.  

Several fairies in attendance bestow virtues on the baby princess.  The virtues in-
clude grace, beauty, a pleasant personality, generousity, joy and a beautiful sing-
ing voice.  A wicked fairy casts a curse on the child that she will prick her finger on 
a spindle on her 16th birthday and die.  The last of the good fairies counters the 
spell:  the princess will not die, but will fall into a deep sleep instead.

•  Act I:   It is the princess’ 16th birthday.  There are many 
guests at the party including the good fairies.  The wick-
ed fairy sneaks into the party and gives the princess a 
spindle as a gift.  The princess pricks her finger and falls 
into her deep sleep.  The good fairy casts a spell on 
the entire palace so that everyone in the palace also 
falls into a deep sleep.  The palace is hidden by thick, 
thorny vines and shrubs.

•  Act II:  One hundred years later, Prince Desire is riding 
through the forest with his friends.  One of the good 
fairies guides him to the palace where all are still 
asleep.  He finds the sleeping princess, kisses her, and 
breaks the spell.

•  Act III:  Aurora and Desire are married.  At the wedding, 
the prince’s friends dress as his favorite fairy tale characters 
(Puss in Boots, Cinderella, Red Riding Hood etc.).  The good 
fairies present the couple with precious gifts (gold, silver, 
sapphire and diamond).  Aurora and Desire rule the king-
dom with happiness.

Vocabulary:
Ballet:  a dance set to music that tells a story
Prologue:  an introduction
Act:  a formal division of a theatrical performance



The Sleeping Beauty - Classroom Activity
First Excerpt

The first excerpt that will be performed on the Young People’s Concert 
is from the last part of Act 1 - at Aurora’s party, the wicked fairy enters,    
Aurora pricks her finger and faints.

1. Tell a condensed version of The Sleeping Beauty.

2. Discuss the different parts of a story
Statement  Theme  Plot
Development Characters Rising Action/Falling Action
Conclusion  Setting  Conclusion

3. Listen to the excerpt.  Discuss:
How does the music tell the story?
Where is the Statement?  Where is the Development?  Where is the 
conclusion?
What are some ways the music does that?

Dynamics - music getting louder, getting softer
Tone color of instruments - addition and subtraction of instruments

Key moments in the excerpt:
:38 - wicked fairy enters the party (disguised)
1:12 - Aurora pricks her finger
2:24 - Aurora falls asleep
3:30 - wicked fairy is revealed



The Sleeping Beauty - Classroom Activity
Second Excerpt

The second excerpt that will be performed on the Young People’s Con-
cert is from the last part of Act 2 - the prince is riding in the forest, he finds 
the palace, sees Aurora sleeping, kisses her, and breaks the spell.  Aurora 
and everyone in the palace awakens.

1. Listen to the excerpt.  Continue discussion of how the music tells the 
story:

Horns at the beginning - prince in the forest

Crescendo, rising pitch (scale-like melody in brass), tremelo in 
strings all build tension to the climax.

Brass and gong - climax of the story, prince kissed Aurora and the 
spell is broken

Fast strings and triumphant sounding brass - the entire palace 
awakens and is reunited; the prince is welcomed into their midst

2. What is the climax of each Act?

Act 1 - pricked finger (trumpets and cymbals)

Act 2 - prince’s kiss awakens Aurora and breaks the spell (gong)


