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PREFACE

Which shows how the author was forced to relate the history of the Nut-cracker of Nuremberg

There was a juvenile party at the house of my friend Lord M—; and I had helped to add to the number and noise of the company by taking my little daughter.

It is true that in half an hour, during which I joined in four or five games of blind-man’s buff, hot cockles, and hunt the slipper—in spite of the noise which was made by a couple of dozen of delightful little rogues of from eight to ten years old, and who seemed to try which would talk the loudest—I slipt out of the drawing-room, and sought a certain snug parlour which I knew, and where I hoped to enjoy a little peace for an hour or so.

I had effected my retreat with as much skill as success, escaping not only without being perceived by the juvenile guests, which was not very difficult, considering how intent they were upon their games, but also unnoticed by their parents, which was not so easy a matter. I had reached the wished-for parlour, when I observed, on entering it, that it was for the moment converted into a supper-room, the side-boards being heaped up with confectionery and other refreshments. Now as these appearances seemed to promise that I should not be disturbed until supper-time, I threw myself into a comfortable arm-chair, quite delighted with the idea that I was about to enjoy an hour’s peace after the dreadful noise which had deafened me in the drawing-room.

I don’t know exactly how it was, but at the end of about ten minutes I fell fast asleep.

I cannot say how long I had thus lost all knowledge of what was passing around, when I was suddenly aroused by loud peals of laughter. I opened my eyes in terror, and saw nothing but the beautifully-painted ceiling over my head. Then I tried to get up; but the attempt was useless, for I was fastened to my chair as firmly as Gulliver was on the shore of Lilliput.

I immediately understood in what a scrape I had got myself: I had been surprised in the enemy’s country, and was a prisoner of war.

The best thing for me to do in such a case was to put a good face upon the matter, and treat for my liberty.

My first proposal was to take my conquerors the very next morning to Farrance’s, and treat them to anything they liked; but, unhappily, the moment was not well chosen for such an offer: I was addressing myself to an audience already well stuffed with tarts, and whose hands were filled with patties.

My proposal was therefore refused in plain terms.

I then offered to take the entire party to Vauxhall next evening, and amuse them with the exhibition of fire-works.

This proposal was well received by the little boys; but the little girls would not listen to it, because they were dreadfully afraid of fire-works: they could not endure the noise of the crackers, and the smell of the gunpowder annoyed them.

I was about to make a third offer, when I heard a sweet little musical voice whispering in the ears of a companion certain words which made me tremble: “Ask papa, who writes novels, to tell us some pretty story.”

I was on the point of protesting against this; but my voice was drowned by cries of “Oh! yes, a story—we will have a story!”

“But, my dear children,” I said, as loud as I could, “you ask me the most difficult thing in the world. A story indeed! Ask me to recite one of Gay’s fables, or ‘My name is Norval,’ if you will; and I may consent. But, a story!”

“We don’t want anything out of the ‘Speaker,’” cried the children altogether: “we want a story!”

“My dear little friends, if—”

“There’s no if in the cause: we will have a story!”

“But, my dear little friends, I say again—”

“There is no but: we will have a story!”

“Yes; we will have a story! we will have a story!” now echoed on all sides, and in a manner which was too positive to object to any longer.

“Well,” I said, with a sigh: “if you must, you must.”

“Ah! that’s capital,” cried my little tormentors.

“But I must tell you one thing,” said I: “the story I am about to relate is not my own.”

“Never mind that, so long as it amuses us.”

I must confess that I was a little vexed to think that my audience set so light a value upon my own writings.

“Whose tale is it, then, sir?” asked a pretty voice, belonging, no doubt, to some little being more curious than the others.

“It is by Hoffman, miss. Have you ever heard of Hoffman?”

“No, sir; I never heard of him.”

“And what is the name of your story, sir?” asked a young gentlemen, who, being the son of the nobleman that gave the party, felt a right to question me.

“The Nut-cracker of Nuremberg,” was my answer. “Does the title please you, my dear Henry?”

“Hem! I don’t think the title promises anything particularly fine. But, never mind; go on! If it does not please us, we will stop you, and you must begin another; and so on, I can tell you, until you really do fix upon a good one.”

“One moment!” I exclaimed. “I will not accept those conditions. If you were grown-up persons, well and good!”

“Nevertheless, those are our conditions: if not, a prisoner you must remain with us for ever.”

“My dear Henry, you are a charming boy—well brought up—and I shall be much surprised if you do not some day become Prime Minister of England. Let me go free, and I will do all you ask.”

“On your word of honour?”

“On my word of honour.”

At the same moment I felt the thousand threads that held me suddenly become loose: each of the little tormentors had set to work to untie a knot; and in half a minute I was at liberty.

Now as every one must keep his word, even when it is pledged to children, I desired my audience to sit round me; and when the children had all placed themselves in a manner so comfortable that I fancied they would soon fall off to sleep in their chairs, I began my story in the following manner.




CHAPTER I

Godfather Drosselmayer

Once upon a time there lived at Nuremberg, in Germany, a judge of great respectability, and who was called Judge Silberhaus, which means “silver-house.”

This judge had a son and a daughter. The son was nine years old, and was named Fritz: the daughter, who was seven and a half, was called Mary.

They were two beautiful children; but so different in disposition and features, that no one would have believed them to be brother and sister. Fritz was a fine stout boy, with ruddy cheeks and roguish looks. He was very impatient, and stamped on the floor whenever he was contradicted; for he thought that everything in the world had been made for his amusement, or to suit his fancy. In this humour he would remain until the judge, annoyed by his cries and screams, or by his stamping, came out of his study, and, raising his fore-finger, said with a frown, “Master Fritz!”

These two words were quite sufficient to make Master Fritz wish that the earth would open and swallow him up.

As for his mother, it was no matter how much or how often she raised her fore-finger; for Fritz did not mind her at all.

[image: An illustration of young Mary holding a doll in her arms. Beside her stands her governess Miss Trudchen, an older, formally dressed woman.]
His sister Mary was, on the contrary, a delicate and pale child, with long hair curling naturally, and flowing over her little white shoulders like a flood of golden light upon a vase of alabaster. She was sweet, amiable, bashful, and kind to all who were in sorrow, even to her dolls: she was very obedient to her mamma, and never contradicted her governess, Miss Trudchen; so that Mary was beloved by every one.

Now, the 24th of December, 17 . . . , had arrived. You all know, my dear young friends, that the 24th of December is called Christmas Eve, being the day before the one on which the Redeemer Jesus was born.

But I must now explain something to you. You have all heard, perhaps, that every country has its peculiar customs; and the best read amongst you are aware that Nuremberg, in Germany, is a town famous for its toys, puppets, and playthings, of which it exports great quantities to other countries. You will admit, therefore, that the little boys and girls of Nuremberg ought to be the happiest children in the world, unless, indeed, they are like the inhabitants of Ostend, who seem only to delight in their oysters for the purpose of sending them to foreign markets. Germany, being quite a different country from England, has altogether other customs. In England, New Year’s Day is the grand day for making presents, so that many parents would be very glad if the year always commenced with the 2nd of January. But in Germany the great day for presents is the 24th of December, the one preceding Christmas Day. Moreover, in Germany, children’s presents are given in a peculiar way. A large shrub is placed upon a table in the drawing-room; and to all its branches are hung the toys to be distributed among the children. Such play-things as are too heavy to hang to the shrub, are placed on the table; and the children are then told that it is their guardian angel who sends them all those pretty toys. This is a very innocent deception, after all; and perhaps it can scarcely be called a deception, because all the good things of this world are sent to us by heaven.

I need scarcely tell you that amongst those children of Nuremberg who received most presents were the son and daughter of Judge Silberhaus; for besides their father and mother, who doted on them, they also had a godfather who loved them dearly, and whose name was Drosselmayer.

I must describe in a few words the portrait of this illustrious person, who occupied in the town of Nuremberg a position almost as high as that of Judge Silberhaus himself.

[image: Godfather Drosselmayer, an old man who crouches his shoulders as he trudges along using a walking stick. He wears a dark patch around one eye and carries a hat under his arm.]
Godfather Drosselmayer, who was a great physician and doctor of medicine, was by no means a very good-looking person. He was a tall thin man, about six feet high, but who stooped very much, so that, in spite of the length of his legs, he could almost pick up his handkerchief, if it fell, without stooping any lower. His face was as wrinkled as a golden rennet that has withered and fallen from the tree. Being blind of the right eye, he wore a black patch; and, being entirely bald, he wore a shining and frizzled wig, which he had made himself with spun glass, such as you may have seen the glass-blowers spin at the Adelaide Gallery or Polytechnic Institution. He was, however, compelled, for fear of damaging this ingenious contrivance, to carry his hat under his arm. His remaining eye was sparkling and bright, and seemed not only to perform its own duty, but that of its absent companion, so rapidly did it glance round any room which Godfather Drosselmayer was desirous to scrutinize in all points, or fix itself upon any person whose secret thoughts he wished to read.

Now, Godfather Drosselmayer, who was a learned doctor, did not follow the example of those physicians who allow their patients to die, but occupied his time in giving life to dead things: I mean that, by studying the formation of men and animals, he had gained so deep a knowledge of the manner in which they are made, that he was able to manufacture men who could walk, bow to each other, and go through their exercise with a musket. He also made ladies who danced, and played upon the harpsichord, the harp, and the viol; dogs that ran, carried, and barked; birds that flew, hopped, and sang; and fish that swam, and ate crumbs of bread. He had even succeeded in making puppets and images of Punch utter a few words—not many, it is true, but such as “papa,” “mamma,” &c. The tones were certainly harsh, and always the same in sound; because you can very well understand that all this was done merely by means of machinery concealed inside the toys; and no machinery can ever perform the same wonders as the beings which God has created.

[image: Mary is sitting on the floor. Next to her is a puppet of a man sitting with his knees bent and leaning on the wall. He is wearing a hat.]
Nevertheless, in spite of all difficulties, Godfather Drosselmayer did not despair of being some day able to make real men, real women, real dogs, real birds, and real fish. It is scarcely necessary to add that his two god-children, to whom he had promised the first proofs of his success in this line, awaited the happy moment with great impatience.

Godfather Drosselmayer, having reached this state of perfection in mechanical science, was a most useful man to his friends. Thus, for instance, if a time-piece at the house of Judge Silberhaus got out of order, in spite of the attentions of the usual clock-makers—if the hands suddenly stopped—if the tick-tick seemed to go badly—or if the wheels inside would not move—Godfather Drosselmayer was immediately sent for; and he hastened to the house as quick as he could, for he was a man devoted to the art of mechanics. He was no sooner shown the poor clock, than he instantly opened it, took out the works, and placed them between his knees. Then, with his eye glittering like a carbuncle, and his wig laid upon the floor, he drew from his pocket a number of little tools which he had made himself, and the proper use of which he alone knew. Choosing the most pointed one, he plunged it into the very midst of the works, to the great alarm of little Mary, who could not believe that the poor clock did not suffer from the operation. But in a short time, when the old gentleman had touched the works in various parts, and placed them again in their case, or on their stand, or between the four pillars of the time-piece, as the case might be, the clock soon began to revive, to tick as loud as ever, and to strike with its shrill clear voice at the proper time; a circumstance that gave new life, as it were, to the room itself, which without it seemed a melancholy place.

[image: A time-piece set on a small pedestal with two columns that look like candles. The clock has features resembling human eyes, the central mechanism like a nose, and smiling lips. The pendulum is shaped like a human figure swinging about.]
Moreover, in compliance with the wishes of little Mary, who was grieved to see the kitchen dog turning the spit, Godfather Drosselmayer made a wooden dog, which, by means of mechanism connected inside, turned the spit without annoyance to itself. Turk, who had done this duty for three years, until he had become quite shaky all over, was now able to lie down in peace in front of the kitchen fire, and amuse himself by watching the movements of his successor.

Thus, after the judge, after the judge’s wife, after Fritz, and after Mary, the dog Turk was certainly the next inmate of the house who had most reason to love and respect Godfather Drosselmayer. Turk was indeed grateful, and showed his joy, whenever Drosselmayer drew near the house, by leaping up against the front door and wagging his tail, even before the old gentleman had knocked.

[image: Turk the dog leans up against a door looking up while wagging his tail.]
On the evening of the 24th of December, just as the twilight was approaching, Fritz and Mary, who had not been allowed to enter the drawing-room all day, were huddled together in a corner of the dining-parlour. Miss Trudchen, the governess, was knitting near the window, to which she had moved her chair, in order to catch the last rays of day-light. The children were seized with a kind of vague fear, because candles had not been brought into the room, according to custom; so they were talking in a low tone to each other, just as children talk when they are afraid.

[image: Miss Trudchen sits on a chair, knitting near a window while Mary and Fritz sit at her feet, talking among themselves.]
“Fritz,” said Mary, “I am sure papa and mamma are busy in preparing the Christmas tree; for ever since the morning I have heard a great deal going on in the drawing-room, which we were forbidden to enter.”

“And I know,” said Fritz, “by the way Turk barked ten minutes ago, that Godfather Drosselmayer has arrived.”

“Oh! I wonder what our dear kind godfather has brought us!” exclaimed Mary, clapping her little hands. “I am sure it will be a beautiful garden, planted with trees, and with a beautiful river running between banks, covered with flowers. And on the river, too, there will be some silver swans with collars of gold, and a little girl will bring them sweet-cake, which they will eat out of her apron.”

“In the first




[image: Fritz tilts his head, his eyes closed, and with one hand on his chest.]







[image: Fritz and Mary stand facing Miss Trudchen and talking to her as she knits and listens to them.]



[image: Mary’s doll, Miss Rose, which has curly hair and dressed up in a long gown, lies fallen on the floor face down.]







[image: Fritz and Mary’s parents Judge Silberhaus and his wife lead both children out of a room by holding their hands.]
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