


How did you work together to create the manuscript?

G: Ralph and I have been writing together for so long that the 
process is pretty seamless. The characters were already written 
and the plot already laid out it was just a matter of fitting 
this epic story into 20 spreads. Andrea flew out to Chicago 
to see the stage production and the three of us ended up 
storyboarding the book over Thai food one afternoon!

R: One of our big challenges was focusing the narrative so 
that it worked cleanly on the page.  We wanted to preserve the 
spectacle and fun of the musical while telling the story simply 
and with plenty of suspense.  

What inspired you to turn the traditional Nutcracker story 
on its head?

G: Ralph and I always loved the character of the Mouse King 
both in the ballet and the original story. Unfortunately, he 
is killed halfway through the tale! So we thought, what if he 
doesn’t die? What if he escapes and sets out to ruin Christmas? 
This seemed to pose a very dramatic arc that could turn this 
familiar tale into an action-packed adventure with some very 
serious stakes—all told from the point of view of the little 
brother in the story, Fritz.

Though a minor character in the ballet, we were fascinated by 
Fritz and thought he could provide a fun, new way into this 
story. After all, he is the one who breaks the nutcracker and 
gets the whole thing rolling!

R: We wanted to modernize and revitalize the story while 
remaining true to the elements of Hoffman’s original, which 
have been left out over the years. We tried to bring some of 
them back.   

Was the traditional Nutcracker a childhood favorite?

G: I was familiar with the ballet and I was especially fond 
of the original Hoffman story which is epic and bizarre and 
really kind of frightening.

R: I was aware of it, but never really engaged with it—it 
always seemed like such a girl’s story. Revisiting the original, 
with battling mice and soldiers, we realized it had a lot of 
swashbuckling elements to it. We tried to bring that sense of 
action and adventure to our retelling.

What was it like working with illustrator Wilson Swain?

G: We LOVED working with Wilson! His work is amazing 
and he is such an open and collaborative partner. We saw 
some of his other work early on, including his paintings of 
Willy Wonka, and knew he would be perfect for this book.

R: Wilson was great—he really approached the illustrations 
as if he was a film director. It was thrilling to work with him. 
We shared notes and ideas, but his process was thoroughly 
and well thought out.

What was your reaction when you saw the finished 
illustrations?

G: We thought they were incredible, very magical. They 
completely captured the world we had envisioned when we 
wrote the original play. We were thrilled at how much action 
and wonder he was able to pack into 20 spreads!

R: Blown away. He’s a genius—and really got to the heart of 
what we were trying to create.

Both of you have artistic pursuits outside of kid’s books.  
How would you compare writing plays and music to 
writing children’s books?

G: Plays and books are very similar in that both have to 
start with a compelling story and characters that an audience 
or reader will really care about. Both processes involve a 
tremendous amount of collaboration.With a play you have 

the director, designers and actors in the mix, and with a book 
you have the illustrator, editors and art director.

R: They’re equally fun and exciting!

Video games play a crucial role in the story. What do you 
think about the concern that video games are steering kids 
away from reading books? 

G: That’s a tough one. I have two daughters and my wife and I 
wrestle with that question. As long as there is a healthy balance 
and moderation, with both gaming and reading sharing a child’s 
time, I think it’s probably okay. I played video games as a kid 
and I have a healthy love of reading and writing.

R: We wanted to incorporate the video game because it is a real 
part of life for these kids—and use it as a way of engaging them 
in the story, and with Fritz. After they’ve identified with him, it 
is much easier for them to be invested in his journey.

Have you read the story to kids? How have they reacted?

G: I recently taught a creative writing workshop for children in 
Sarasota and read it to a group of kids for the first time. It was 
very exciting. I felt like it was opening night! They really loved 
the story and the characters—especially the Mouse King and 
the spraying of stinky cheese!

R: They love the adventure, and are really engaged in the 
struggle to save Christmas.

What do you hope kids will take away from A Nutty 
Nutcracker Christmas?

G: My hope is that it captures that feeling of holiday magic 
that a child experiences around Christmas time. I certainly 
remember that feeling very vividly. It would be great if children 
and teachers would return to this book every Christmas season. 
And if it stirs their interest in the ballet, all the better!

R: Both pure entertainment and a greater awareness of how 
cool the original story actually is!

THE END

Is this your first collaboration together? If not, what was?

G: Ralph and I have been writing together since around 1995. 
In that time, we’ve written a couple full-length dramas together, 
musicals, children’s books and even a circus!

R: Our first collaboration was a few scenes we wrote for a show 
about Jackie O. We enjoyed it, and then wrote our first full 
length piece, Sawdust and Spangles, about the circus pioneer 
W.C. Coup. The play was produced in Chicago and was 
awarded a Joseph Jefferson Citation for Best New Work that 
year (Chicago theater’s version of a Tony Award.)

How did the original musical come about? 

G: We were initially commissioned by Karen Cardarelli and 
Emerald City Theatre to write a holiday musical and came up 
with Nutty Nutcracker. The original production of the show 
debuted in 2005 and played again in 2006 at the Apollo 
Theatre in Chicago.

R: We discussed various ideas with the Emerald City Theatre, 
and this was the one we were all most excited about.

What inspired you to turn the production into a book? 

G: Andrea Menotti, our editor at Chronicle, learned about our 
first book together (Sawdust and Spangles) and also the stage 
production of A Nutty Nutcracker Christmas and thought it 
would make a great book—a new twist on the classic tale.

R: The response from kids and families from the musical was 
very enthusiastic. The twists we gave the original story really 
seemed to engage both boys and girls, and it seemed like it 
would lend itself well to a book form.

his is no ordinary Nutcracker! When Chronicle Books editor Andrea Menotti met children’s rock star 
Ralph Covert and heard about the theatrical twist on the Christmas classic he created with playwright 
G. Riley Mills, she knew she had something special on her hands. Originally a popular children’s musical 

performed at the famed Emerald City Theatre in Chicago, the story turns the Nutcracker on its head and 
follows the little brother, Fritz, as he saves Christmas from the evil Mouse King! When the team discovered 
illustrator Wilson Swain, they knew they needed his extraordinary talent to bring their vision to life (and 
waited over a year for his schedule to clear!) and together they created this exciting multimedia package. We 
had the chance to speak with Ralph and G. Riley about their work on A Nutty Nutcracker Christmas, how they 
turned a musical into a book, and what they hope children will take away from this magical story.  
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by Ralph Covert and G. Riley Mills 
lllustrated by Wilson Swain

This is no ordinary  
Nutcracker . . . 

This time, it’s Fritz’s story.

All Fritz wants to do on Christmas Eve 
is play his video game, Mouse Hunter 
5000, but when he breaks his sister’s 
nutcracker, his game gets locked in the 
toy closet. Fritz is furious until an amaz-
ing thing happens: the evil Mouse King 
from his video game comes to life . . . 
and so does the Nutcracker! The Mouse 
King is determined to ruin Christmas, 
and Fritz and the Nutcracker will have 
to join forces—and take a magical 
journey—to stop him!

The traditional Nutcracker tale gets 
turned on its head in this rollicking 
Christmas adventure, based on the hit 
musical A Nutcracker Christmas by 
the popular children’s rock star Ralph 
Covert (Ralph’s World) and playwright 
G. Riley Mills. Includes a CD of songs 
from the musical, and a read-aloud track 
with the music and story woven together. 
It’s a musical picture book!

RAlpH CovERT is a singer and  
songwriter who also writes plays, musicals, 
and books. His first children’s album, 
Ralph’s World (2001), was called “the  
best children’s album of this or any year”  
by Billboard magazine. He lives in  
Chicago.

G. RIlEy MIllS has never danced in 
the Nutcracker ballet, but he did perform 
once as the left half of a singing, dancing 
Siamese twin vaudeville act in a circus.  
Also an award-winning playwright, he  
lives with his family in Chicago.

WIlSoN SWAIN is a tall man with  
a sharpened pencil and a permanent  
expression of mild surprise. An illustrator 
at heart since he was a child growing up 
on the prairies of Illinois, he now lives in 
Southern California. For this book, he  
took inspiration from holiday cards of the 
1960s, store window displays from the 
1950s, and cartoon ephemera from the 
1940s. He’s currently in his 30s. 
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$18.99 U.S.

Jacket illustrations © 2009 by Wilson Swain.

w w w . c h r o n i c l e k i d s . c o m

CD INSIDE
featuring songs and a  

read-aloud by children’s music 
star RAlpH CovERT  

of Ralph’s World !

A Conversation with Ralph Covert and G. Riley Mills

Ralph Covert is a singer and songwriter who also writes plays, musicals, 
and books. His first children’s album, Ralph’s World (2001), was called 
“the best children’s album of this or any year” by Billboard magazine. He 
lives in Chicago.

G. Riley Mills is an award-winning playwright. He lives in Chicago.

Wilson Swain is the illustrator of The Castaway Pirates. He lives in 
Glendale, California.

To see an exclusive video, send e-cards, listen to exclusive 
song clips and more visit:  www.chroniclebooks.com/nutty
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A Nutty Nutcracker 
Christmas
By Ralph Covert and 
G. Riley Mills
Illustrated by Wilson Swain
$18.99 Hardcover with CD, 
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full-color throughout
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The new book by 
children’s music star 
RALPH COVERT 

of Ralph’s World!




