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A Classical Tutu For Sugarplum Fairy, 1981

This booklet will explain my concept of the Sugarplum Fairy tutu

worn in a performance of Tchaikovsky's Nutcracker on stage in 1981, in relation

to the tutu worn by Antonietta Dell-Era, as she danced the role of the

Sugarplum Fairy in the first performance of Nutcracker at the Mariinsky

Theatre in St. Petersburg, Russia, on December 7» 1892.1

So that you may have a clearer concept of the evolution of the

classical tutu, we must go back in history and give a more elaborate coverage

of information concerning the romantic and classical tutus.

Louis XIV, 1638-1715, was the King of France and a patron of the

arts and a balletomane. His court presented many ballets at Versailles in

which the King often took part. The ballet was in the adagio style, and the

costumes were ornate, skirts floorlength and heavy, masks were worn to suit

the character the dancer was playing, and slippers had high heels. Heavily

boned corsets, towering wigs and swaying hoop skirts were also worn.2 Such

discomfort.

Marie Gamargo, 1710-1770, was a French ballerina of Spanish
/

descent, and trained at the Academie Royale in Paris. She represented the

spirit of the eighteenth century dance. She was the first ballerina to

shorten her skirts above the ankles so that the audience could study her

technique. "Even this slight abbreviation caused an uproar at the time. It

brought about a police ruling that opera dancers must wear precautionary panties."3

1 Era of the Russian Ballet, Natalia Roslavleva, Da Capo Press, New York, 1979, p. 131.
2 The Wonderful New Book of Ballet, Edwina Hazard Glen, Rand McNally and Co.,
1962, p. 69.

3 The Ballerinas From the Court of Louis XIV to Pavlova, Parmenia Migel,
1972, p. 38.
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Marie excelled in swift and brilliant use of feet and leg movements, and is

credited with introducing the heelless slipper.

Marie Taglioni, 180*4—1884, was an Italian ballerina born in

Stockholm. She trained in Paris and is credited with being the first

ballerina to dance on the points of her toes. She was the personification

of the romantic era of ballet. The fantasy ballets created in Taglioni's

time are called "Romantic" or "White" ballets.

s

Marie's costumes were designed by Eugene Lami for her appearance

in La Sylphide in May, 1832. "The dress consisted of a tight-fitting bodice,

leaving the neck and shoulders bare, bell-shaped skirt reaching midway between

the knee and the ankle, and pale pink tights and satin shoes; the only

adornments were a pale blue ribbon about the waist, a pair of tiny wings

between the shoulder-blades, a posy at the breast, a pearly necklace and

bracelets, and a garland of convolvuli to frame the hair."̂  This costume

remained the fashion for the next thirty years and more.

The next great change in the ballerina's costume came in 1885 when

Virginia Zucchi, 1847-1920, a noted Italian ballerina, appeared at the

Kariinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg. Zucchi danced in a tarlatan skirt which

had been snipped to knee length, which was a style already accepted by the

Italian audience. The Russian dancers could understand the idea behind this

shorter skirt, in that they would have more freedom for movement, so they

clipped their skirts even shorter. Zucchi was largely responsible for the

adoption of the Italian dance technique by the Russian dancers.

The short tutu skirt is now symbolic of the "classic" ballet, which

is a combination of the Italian and French technique now danced by the Russian

4 Three Pamphlets Collected, What Ballet Is All About, 1959. Brooklyn,
Dance Horizons, Inc., 196?, p. 69.
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dancers. The romantic silhouette, such as the skirt worn by Marie Taglioni,

and the silhouette of the classical tutu have become the basic silhouettes

of the ballerina's costume today.
',

Antonietta Dell-Era danced the part of the Sugarplum Fairy in the

first production of Tchaikovsky's Nutcracker at the Mariinsky Theatre in

St. Petersburg, Russia, on December 7, 1-892. Her tutu would be considered

a classical silhouette. The bodice was quite ornate, and fit snugly. The

neckline was scooped, with shoulder straps low on the shoulder. Ruffles

were sewn around the neckline and over the shoulders and around to the back.

Ruffles also adorned the front bodice seams. Pearls or jewels were sewn at

intervals in a pleasant design on the front and back of the bodice. The

many layered tarlatan skirt hit five inches above the knee of the dancer.5

Tarlatan is "thick or thin scrim (an open mesh, plain-weave cotton cloth),

or muslin that is heavily starched. Net-like in appearance."6 The bodice

appears to be white silk or satin.

We must go on in our research of the tutu with costume descriptions

written by Tamara Karsavina, who was born in 1885, â d was a Russian prima

ballerina in 1910. She trained at the Imperial Ballet School in St. Petersburg.

In her ballet school the students danced their way "from brown frock to pink

and from pink to white, by which time brown looked up to you with awe."7

As a small child in her first appearance on stage she wore a costume with a

bright velvet bodice and a little muslin apron.

Two new ballets were produced every year in the Imperial Theatres.

In 1898, 4-0,000 roubles were spent on one production. Costumes were lavish.

5 Era of the Russian Ballet, Natalia Roslavleva, Da Capo Press, New York,
1979, P. 120.

6 A Dictionary of Textile Terms, Dan River, Inc., 1971, p. 104.
7.Theatre Street, Tamara Karsavina, E. P. Dutton and Co., Inc., New York,
1931, p. xin.
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"heavy silks, velvet of the best quality, hand embroidery were used for costumes.

Stencilling was not thought of yet. Our chief costumier, Kaffi, at times

found some ingenious economical devices; for instance, the ostrich feathers

in the Sleeping Beauty were all made of wool. They looked rich and even more

theatrical than the real ones. The head-dresses and wigs thus ornamented

were heavy to wear, but artists did not grumble against them. At that time

the costume of a dancer considerably hampered the ease of movements. We

wore tight corsets, stiff boned bodices, packets of tarlatans coming well

below the knee."8

The brightest star of the early 20th century was Russian prima

ballerina, Anna Pavlova, 1885-1931• She was trained at the Imperial Ballet

School in St. Petersburg and joined the Diaghilev Company. Anna formed

her own company and toured all over the world, winning international acclaim.

Pavlova's husband, Victor Dandre, said that Pavlova was exacting in

the matter of theatrical costumes. "If her costume for a certain part were to

the design of some well-known artists — Bakst, Benois, or Korovine — she

would allow no alterations to be made, keeping faithfully to the indications

on the drawing and colours and shades suggested. But in those cases where

the dance or the ballet did not call for a special design by an artist,

Pavlova chose her own colours, and having very good taste, was most successful."9

Pavlova's favorite seastress was Maria Kharchevnikova, or Manya for

short. She could make the most complicated costumes and decorate them herself,

with excellent taste. The main part of the costume was the bodice which had

to conform to the main requirement, namely that of encasing the figure firmly

without hampering the movements. Manya was so accustomed to fitting Pavlova

that she could make some costumes with almost no fitting.

8 Theatre Street, Tamara Karsavina, E. P. Button and Co., Inc., New York,
1931, P. 112.

9 Anna Pavlova, Victor Dandre, New York, Benjamin Blom, Inc., 19?2, p. 218.
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For every dancer the ballet-skirt is the most elegant part of her

costume and the shape of it is of first importance. Pavlova had to send to

America for tarlatan fabric for ballet skirts for herself and her company.

"The tarlatan needed to have a certain degree of starchinesss it must be

neither too soft, so that it hangs like a rag, nor too firm, so that it stands

out stiffly."10 Kanya had a secret formula for cutting and sewing tarlatan

for the skirts. She didn't ever share her secret. The tarlatan on Pavlova's

skirts looked as if they were cut with giant pinking sheers. Pavlova's

wardrobe staff worked hard to keep her costumes, and the costumes of the

company fresh looking for their world tours.

Sue Mickel, past president of the Olympia Ballet Guild, and a very -

talented seastress, has offered the following suggestions for the construction

of a classical tutut 1. The purchase of the book by Kathryn Kilner Conrad,

Classical Tutu Construction; 2. Watch for this problem in the construction

of the pant and layers of net: the ruffles should be horizontal in the front

as well as back. A problem such as this might be corrected at the crotch

seam; 3« For a slimming effect for the dancer, a bodice with a v-neckline

and a definite v going over the basque; 4. Fit the bodice extremely well;

5. Heavy satin gives a rich effect on the bodice; 6. Velveteen used for a

bodice stretches, and is hard to fit.

Melanie Henry, costume director for the Olympia Ballet Guild's

"Nutcracker", said that "a costume must move with the dancer and not distract

the audience from those movements. A costume is like a second skin, it must

fit like a glove."

I think it is important to include a bit of the dancer's personality

into the costume if at all possible, so I asked our daughter, Heather, what she

would especially like incorporated into her new tutu. The following are her

10 Anna Pavlova, Victor Dandre, New York, Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1972, p. 218.
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requirements! 1. Color - white; 2. Satin and lace; 3« Low back;

4. Elastic straps? 5- Didn't want the lace to hang over the edge of

the net.

Now the ideas for a classical tutu for the 1981 Sugarplum fairy

are ready to "be put down on paper. The following are the steps I followed:

It I sent away for Classical Tutu Construction, by Kathryn K. Conrad,

18?8 Fairway Drive, Abingdon, Virginia, 24210, for $6.00.

2. Heather's measurements were taken, and a bodice was constructed from

directions learned in Ruth Palmerlee's Costume Construction class at

Evergreen State College.

3. Did research on tutu, and Nutcracker.

4. Drew picture of tutu using information collected from research criterion.

5. Selected color and fabrics.

6. Brought tutu drawing and fabric swatches to class for approval.

7. Adjusted basic bodice pattern to resemble drawing. Shoulder straps too

low on shoulders for ease of dancing. Cotton bodice did not work out.

8. Drew a more serviceable bodice neckline, after consulting Conrad's booklet,

Suggests that bodice be constructed in 8 sections.

9. Drew pattern, and constructed cotton bodice. Fit very well.

10. Constructed final satin and lace bodice.

11. Constructed basque according to instructions in Conrad's booklet. Cut

cotton basque. Fit perfectly.

12. Constructed basque according to cut of cotton basque, and attached

cording, according to Conrad's booklet.

13. Used a pant pattern from a size 10 child's pattern from the Olympia Ballet

Guild. This pattern was too large, so I cut it down and experimented

until the cotton pattern fit, as well as allowing for the 8 layers of net

which were to be attached to the pants.
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1/J-. The pants fit and the ruffles went on according to Conrad's instruction,

but Heather was not satisfied with the final Kidth of the net, so we

cut a final layer of net to the 11" length. She was quite satisfied. I

feel that for her height, the net shouldn't go out more than 9i"«

15. The pants attached to the "basque with no problem, and the tutu fit

perfectly.

The following is a description of Heather's Sugarplum fairy tutus

The bodice is white satin, done in eight sections. The front two sections are

white satin covered with white lace. The lace simulates the white embroidery

work done on the tutus in the time of Tamara Karsavina. The lace section is

adorned with small pearls, with a cluster of satin ribbon roses stitched to

the center of the neckline. Pearls adorned the classical tutu of the 1892

Sugarplum fairy, while roses adorned the romantic tutu of Marie Gamargo.

The front neckline is trimmed with lace ruffles which continue over the shoulder

as straps to the back. The ruffles are carefully stitched to elastic, so

that the dancer has complete freedom of movement. These ruffles are similar

to those stitched on the 1892 Sugarplum's tutu.

The basque of Heather's tutu is attached by machine to the back bodice,

and is tacked with elastic thread to the front bodice, again to allow the

necessary freedom of movement for the dancer. Pants are attached to the basque,

to which 9 layers of net are attached, covered by a layer of lace. The top layer

of lace is edged with scallops which are symbolic of the pinked finished edge

of tarlatan skirts worn by Anna Pavlova and other ballerinas. I did not sew

bones in the bodice, as the fit was sturdy without them.

Heather's ballet teacher, Kendra Olendorf, is going to choreograph a

dance for Heather, befitting her pretty tutu. Heather will perform the dance

for McKinley Grade School at the annual Mother-Daughter tea and fashion show

on April 14. Now it's time for me to sew an outfit for our daughter, Holly, to

model in the fashion show. She said she wants a short tennis outfit made of

white satin and lace.
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