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Discussion Questions: 

• Hiddensee is a re-imagining of the fairy tale “The Nutcracker and the 
Mouse King.” Have you read any other fairy or folk tale retellings? 
Discuss. 

• According to Brittanica, a picaresque novel is an:  
"early form of novel, usually a first-person narrative, relating 
the adventures of a rogue or lowborn adventurer (Spanish pícaro) as he drifts 
from place to place and from one social milieu to another in his effort to 
survive... Unlike the idealistic knight-errant hero, however, the picaro is a cynical 
and amoral rascal who, if given half a chance, would rather live by his wits than 
by honourable work. The picaro wanders about and has adventures among 
people from all social classes and professions, often just barely escaping 
punishment for his own lying, cheating, and stealing. He is a casteless outsider 
who feels inwardly unrestrained by prevailing social codes and mores, and he 
conforms outwardly to them only when it serves his own ends. The picaro’s 
narrative becomes in effect an ironic or satirical survey of the hypocrisies and 
corruptions of society, while also offering the reader a rich mine of observations 
concerning people in low or humble walks of life."   

How well do you think Hiddensee fits this particular genre? 

• What kind of relationship does Dirk Drosselmeier have to his childhood? Despite his 
sense that he cannot relate to them, why do you think Dirk seems to connect with 
children so well throughout his life? 

• What stories have been important in your life around the winter holidays? Is The 
Nutcracker one of them? Discuss. 

 
Facts: 

• “The Nutcracker” story as we know it today, mostly through Pyotr Ilrich Tchaikovsky's 
ballet created in 1892, is based on the German author E. T. A. Hoffmann's story "The 
Nutcracker and the Mouse King". E.T.A Hoffman lived from 1776-1822 and was a part of 
the literary Romantic movement, which emphasized nature, emotion, the medieval 
past, and individualism--in contrast to the burgeoning Industrial Revolution and new 
scientific ways of thinking. He is well-known for his fantasy and Gothic horror stories, 
including “The Sandman.”  

• The mood of Hiddensee takes a page out of the book of German romanticism, a literary and 
artistic movement to which The Nutcracker's original author E.T.A. Hoffmann belonged. This 
movement emphasized strong emotion as an authentic way to have aesthetic experiences. 
Particular emotions the German romanticists loved were awe and horror, especially if they 
occured when observing the beauty, awesomeness, and sublimity of nature--"the real 
world" as opposed to newly industrialized society. Romanticism also placed high value on 



  

 

 
 

 
  

those considered heroes, individuals--especially artists--who possessed unique imaginations 
and could use them critically. Germany's most famous Romantic artist was Caspar David 
Friedrich. Check out some of his most famous paintings and get a feel for the mood. 

• Several real historical figures were mentioned in Hiddensee,  including Franz Anton 
Mesmer, Beethoven, the Brothers Grimm, Hans Christian Anderson and Mozart. 

• Real life 18th century physician Franz Anton Mesmer makes a lengthy appearance in 
Hiddensee. Mesmer's system of therapeutics, which he named mesmerism, is the 
precursor to what we know today as hypnotism. Although even in his day Mesmer's 
practices and theories were debunked by medical professionals, his legacy continues 
today. He is one of the rare historical people who has a verb--mesmirize-- that comes 
from his name! 

 
Activities: 

• Immerse yourselves into the world of the story. Watch a video production of The 
Nutcracker; there are many versions available. If you have kids, read them a picture 
book about the story of the Nutcracker. Check out this list of options in our catalogue: 
https://virl.bibliocommons.com/v2/search?query=nutcracker&searchType=keyword 

o Try one of these Nutcracker-inspired crafts: 
Nutcracker Crackers: https://www.hobbycraft.co.uk/ideas/decor-hobbies/how-
to-make-nutcracker-crackers   

o Popsicle Stick Nutcracker Ornament: 
https://www.firefliesandmudpies.com/popsicle-stick-nutcracker-ornament/ 

• The author of Hiddensee, Gregory Maguire, is well known for his adult novels inspired by 
classic children’s stories and fairy tales, including Wicked, After Alice, and Confessions of 
An Ugly Stepsister, to name just a few. Taking a page from Maguire, think about your 
favourite fairytale and envision the life of the characters before or after the main 
narrative. If you’re feeling really ambitious, try writing your imagined prequel into a 
story. 

• Music is a significant theme in Hiddensee, especially within the relationship between 
Dirk and Felix. The story of the Nutcracker inspired a beautiful ballet that was scored by 
the Russian composer Pytor Tchaikovsky. That score has become one of Tchaikovsky’s 
most famous compositions and it continues to enjoy great popularity and use today. 
Just the few opening notes of “Dance of the Sugarplum Fairy” can conjure up some 
holiday magic for many people! You can stream the full suite on our music database, 
Naxos (you just need to log in with your library card for free access, and search for 
“Nutcracker Suite”). Take a Break to have a listen and revel in whatever feelings the 
music sparks in you! 
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