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The New York City Ballet employs more than 100 children from the ages of 8 to 14 for its annual 
production of “George Balanchine’s The Nutcracker,” and the job of wrangling all those young 
performers falls to Dena Abergel. 
 

A 42-year-old former dancer who appeared in hundreds of “Nutcracker” performances over her own 
19-year ballet career, Ms. Abergel is the company’s children’s ballet master. The job makes her 
responsible for casting, rehearsals and performances. 
 
“I expect certain standards to be met, but I try to convey everything in a caring way and with an 
element of enjoyment,” she said. “Everybody wants to see the kids smiling, not scared that they’re 
going to move on the wrong counts.” 

Ms. Abergel’s demanding-yet-caring approach is appreciated by 11-year-old Esme Cosgrove, who 
plays a candy cane. 
 
“She’s really meticulous and particular about technique,” Esme said, “but she has kids of her own, 
so when we lose focus, she knows how to bring us back without hurting anyone’s feelings.” 
 
Casting for this year’s production happened over a nine-hour day in September, when more than 
200 children were assigned to small groups and given choreography to execute. 
 
Observers cut or kept dancers, on the spot—until they narrowed the pool to the 126 slots. 
The process, Ms. Abergel said, is “incredibly tedious. You want the best kids for the part, but they 
have to be the right size. So much is based on the look of it, and they have to fit together.” 



 
 
The children’s choreography varies in difficulty. 
 
The ensemble’s youngest members play angels who “have to stay in line, count music and be 
magical,” Ms. Abergel said, “but there are no steps.” 

Older dancers have more sophisticated moves to master, with jumps and fast footwork. 
The children, who are split into two casts of 63, rehearse at least twice a week throughout October 
and November. 
 
During the show’s six-week run—performances continue through Jan. 3—they perform several 
times a week, finishing at 9 p.m. on school days and 10 p.m. on weekends. The children are paid 
$10 a performance. 
 
Their time commitment is on top of the three to six weekly ballet classes that most of the dancers 
take, as well as their regular schooling. 
 
Getting up in the morning can be rough. 
 
“I’m always the last to wake up,” Esme said, “and I never want to wake up.” 
 
The children are students at the School of American Ballet, City Ballet’s official training program, 
which admits children as young as 6. 
 
“The children who are at the school can stand at a bar for 45 minutes and practice a leg movement,” 
Ms. Abergel said. “They know what it means to follow direction. They’re already disciplined.” 
 
Avery Lin, 10, who plays the young heroine Marie, said focus comes naturally to her. 
“I have these moments of success when I feel good, so I do what I have to do, and then I wait for 
that feeling.” 
 
During the show, mistakes are rare and go largely undetected by the audience, Ms. Abergel said. 



“Nobody gets nervous. Nobody gets stage fright. We rehearse so much that it’s ingrained in them,” 
she said. 
 
On this point, Esme and Avery disagreed: They do get nervous. In one scene, Avery removes one of 
her slippers, and her fear is that it won’t come off in time. 
 
To calm her nerves, she tells herself: “I can do this. I’m prepared.” 
 
Backstage, the children wait on a different floor from the cast of adults. A small team of dressers 
helps them into their costumes 20 minutes before they take the stage. 
 
The children’s costumes can get expensive, with the girls’ party dresses costing about $2,500 to 
$3,000 each, said Marc Happel, the director of costumes. 
 
Here too, discipline holds. 
 
“Once the children get in to the theater, between the ballet master, wardrobe, handlers and 
supervisors, they’re under control, and they’re respectful,” he said. 
 
“Nutcracker” asks a lot of the performers’ parents, as well. 
 
Marie Cosgrove, Esme’s mother and a former child “Nutcracker” ensemble member herself, said it 
takes her 45 minutes on a good day to drive Esme to Lincoln Center from their home in Greenwich, 
Conn. On a bad day, it can take up to two hours. 
 
Esme’s two sisters are both School of American Ballet students, and Ruby, 9, is in the show as well. 
 
“She does so much,” Esme said of her mother. “She gives up half her life for us to be able to have 
the experience that she had.” 
 
Avery’s family relocated to 3 Lincoln Center from the Upper East Side to ease their commute. 
 
“I just thought, if there’s a way to save even just a half-hour, let’s look into it,” said her 
mother, Alice Lin. 
 
Both Esme and Avery began taking ballet classes when they were 2, enrolling at the School of 
American Ballet at 7. 
 
Their parents estimate they have each spent tens of thousands of dollars on their children’s 
instruction and related costs. 
 
The nonprofit school doesn’t charge tuition to boys, and about a quarter of the girls receive financial 
aid. 
 
As Ms. Lin sees it, the financial investment is worth it. Watching Avery perform on opening night 
was on par with how she felt on her wedding day, she said. 
 
“As parents, we can’t help get pulled in to the magic of it all.” 
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