
 
 

Study Guide  
 

The Bell 
Presented by Dance Theater of Florida 

 
Friday, December 16, 2016 at 10:30 AM 

Show lasts approximately 60 minutes 
Geared for Grades 3 – 12 

 
presented at  

Eissey Campus Theatre 
Palm Beach State College 

11051 Campus Drive, Palm Beach Gardens 
561-207-5910 

 

 
Dance Theater of Florida will present “The Bell”, an adaptation of  
The Polar Express.  This production is a modern ballet interpretation of 
the classic children’s story, an inspiring tale of one child’s struggle to 
believe.  The story is told through dance with beautiful costumes, 
creative staging and stunning choreography.   



 2 

 

The Story of “The Bell” 

As children are preparing for their holiday celebrations, a young boy questions the meaning of 
Christmas and the truth of Santa.  While listening hard for the bells of Santa’s Sleigh, which he 
has told by a friend do not exist, he tears up his Christmas list. 

Later that night, he hears not bells but a very different sound.  He looks out his window and is 
astounded to see a steam engine parked in front of his house!  The Conductor invites him to 
board The Polar Express, a train filled with children on their way to the North Pole.  The boy 
meets a lively young girl who believes with all her heart in the spirit of Christmas.  Along the 
way, they pick up a child from “the wrong side of the tracks” where Christmas is not such a 
joyous time of year. They have many adventures on the train, including dancing waiters, 
abandoned puppets and tickets disappearing into the wilderness.  As they approach the North 
Pole, they experience the beauty of the Northern Lights and the girl is reunited with her ticket. 

The train takes the children to the center of the North Pole where everyone is excited to hear 
the bells of Christmas except the boy who cannot hear the bells.  The children and elves gather 
to watch the arrival of Santa and the giving of the first gift of Christmas.  The boy is chosen to 
receive the first gift.  Knowing he can choose anything in the world, he decides on a simple gift: 
one gold bell from Santa’s sleigh.  Santa cuts a bell from a reindeer’s harness and the delighted 
boy slips it into his bathrobe pocket as the clock strikes midnight and the reindeer pull the 
sleigh into the sky.   

When the children return to the train, the Conductor gives each of them a very special ticket 
symbolizing the lesson they have learned during their journey.  The boy bids farewell to his new 
friends and walks to his house, realizing that the bell he was given is gone, having fallen through 
a hole in his pocket.  Heartbroken he returns home, but on his windowsill he finds one small 
box with his name on it.  Inside is the bell! The boy is enchanted by its beautiful sound, which 
he can finally hear.  The boy continues to believe in the spirit of Christmas and is able to hear 
the sweet ringing of the bell even as an adult.  “At one time, most of my friends could hear the 
bell, but as the years passed, it fell silent for all of them.  Though I’ve grown old, the bell still 
rings for me, as it does for all who truly believe.” 
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MAKING CONNECTIONS THROUGH LITERATURE: 
 
The Polar Express is a 1985 children’s book (ISBN 0-86264-143-8) written and illustrated by 
Chris Van Allsburg, a former professor at the Rhode Island School of Design.  It was adapted as 
an Oscar nominated motion capture film in 2004.  In 1986, it was awarded the Caldecott Medal 
for children’s literature.  The book is set partially in Grand Rapids, MI, the author’s home town.  
 
The steam locomotive that pulls The Polar Express is modeled after an actual locomotive that is 
on display at the Steam Railroading Institute in Owosso, MI.  The Pere Marquette 1225 
Berkshire-type (2-8-4), built in 1941 at the Lima Locomotive Works in Lima, OH, was part of the 
Pere Marquette Railway system before being decommissioned in 1951.  Slated for scrapping, it 
was acquired by Michigan State University in 1957 and exhibited on campus. 
 
In the film, artistic license is taken with the appearance of the locomotive and its tender, both 
being made to seem even more massive than the 794,500 pound original.  Many of the train’s 
sound effects, such as the whistle blowing and steam exhausting, were created from live 
sampling of number 1225 while in operation. 
 
The buildings at the North Pole reference a number of buildings related to American railroading 
history.  The buildings in the square at the center of the city are loosely based on the Pullman 
Factory located in the Pullman neighborhood of Chicago.  The control center is based on old 
Pennsylvania Station in New York City. 

 
THE COMPANY: 

 
Dance Theater of Florida was 
founded with several objectives in 
mind. First is to offer professional 
training for students who are 
interested in pursuing a career in 
dance by offering these pre-
professional students an opportunity 
to perform their craft in a specialized 
environment including professional 
theaters with all the technical 
aspects and an audience. Secondly, 

to offer communities opportunities to experience a variety of dance forms, and by so doing, 
build an audience base for the future of the art form. Finally, to offer the underserved groups 
— in our community and in surrounding communities — the chance to experience performing 
arts that would normally be out of reach due to logistic and/or financial issues. 
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PRE-PERFORMANCE DISCUSSIONS: 
 

1. Prior to attending the performance, students should discuss audience etiquette. 

Common etiquette rules include: 
a) Turning off cellphones or electronic devices 
b) No video or other recordings are allowed inside the theatre 
c) No food or drink is allowed in the theatre 
d) Audience members should remain seated and should not leave or enter the 

auditorium during the performance 
e) There is no talking during the performance 
f) Clapping should be polite and appropriate 

 
Discuss why these rules exist.  Consider a short role-playing exercise during which 
students can experience what it is like if an audience is disruptive during class time.   

 

2. Through discussion or written response, reflect on the following: 

 

 What are some plays or live theatre productions you have seen? 

 Have you seen ballet performed before? 

 How is a story told through dance? 

 What is a ballet? What makes it different from other dancing? 

 Compare and contrast: How is telling a story through ballet the same/different 
from a live theatre play? A movie in a theatre? A television show at home? A 
book? Which do you prefer? Why? 

 Who decides how the dancers tell the story? 

 How do the dancers learn their parts? 
 

 

3. Through discussion or written response, reflect on the following: 

 Are you familiar with the story that this ballet is based upon? 

 Have you seen the movie or read the book? 

 What is your favorite book and how would you present it as a dance? 
 

 

4. In a ballet performance there are typically no words spoken on the stage. The dancers 
must tell the audience the story using only their body movements and gestures, which 
they execute to the accompaniment of music. Often mime is used to relay specific 
elements of the story. 

 
Divide students into groups of two or more. Using the gestures, students can create 
their own stories using mime and perform them for the rest of the class. Can the 
audience follow the story?  
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5. Introduce the class to a small sample of commonly seen ballet steps. Familiarity with 

basic ballet technique will provide students reference points to help students enjoy the 
performance. 

Pas de deux: A dance for two dancers, usually one female and one male 
Bourrées: Tiny rapid steps performed by female dancers while on pointe, giving 
the illusion of floating above the ground 
Arabesque: One leg is stretched behind the body either on the ground or in the 
air at a 90-degree angle or higher. 
Sauté: A jump from two feet to two feet. When a turn is added to the jump the 
step is called a Tour en l’air. The dancer can make 1, 2 or 3 revolutions in the air 
before landing. 

 
 
POST-PERFORMANCE DISCUSSIONS: 
 
1. But ballet is just for girls…. 

 
Ballet can be enjoyed by boys, girls, men and women. It is very hard work and 
requires great athletic ability, coordination and strength. Many dancers perform 
a 2 ½ hour ballet with only a few short breaks. 
 
Are you able to lift a person above your head and have it appear effortless? Are 
you able to perform several gravity-defying leaps?  
 
Compare and contrast qualities of professional dancers to those of professional 
athletes. Make a list of qualities that are similar between a ballet dancer and any 
of the following types of athletes: football player, hockey player, basketball 
player, figure skater.  

 

2. Write a response to The Bell commenting on various elements in the ballet (e.g. the 

dancers, music, costumes, and special effects) 

 What did you like and dislike about the performance? 

 How does the ballet compare to what you had pictured before the performance? 

 How was it different or similar to other ballets or shows you have seen? 

 How did the choreographer use dance to show emotions or tell the story? 
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: 
 
Creative Writing / Language Arts 
 

 To the North Pole! – Read Aloud 
Simulate a train ride to the North Pole. Set up pairs of small chairs in two parallel 
rows with a center aisle for the imaginary train ride.  In each child’s chair, place a 
warm cup of hot cocoa and softly play winter music as the group boards the 
train.  When everyone has had his or her ticket checked, read the book aloud as 
you ride along. Encourage the students to tell you of the sights they see as they 
ride along.  Ring your bell to add an extra dose of magic to the part of the book 
that talks of the bell. 

 Describe It! 
Have students match adjectives from the story with the nouns they describe.  
Hissing steam, squeaking metal, hot cocoa, dark forest, lean wolves, quite 
wilderness, barren dessert, small box, little sister, loud blast, magical sound, 
silver bell, huge city, frozen sea 

 Imagine It! 
Write a fantasy story about a time you were aboard a magical train. 

             Write a story about one thing you lost. 

 Brainstorm winter words with the class. 

 Science/Geography 

 Have students locate the North Pole on a globe or map. They can research and 
write a short report on the landscape, climate, and other characteristics of the 
North Pole 

 Topics for future research might include Polar Ice caps, reindeer, Northern Lights 

Art 

 Have children draw what they would see out the window of the Polar Express on 
its way to the North Pole. 

Music 

 Give each child a bell. Play holiday songs to which they can ring the bells. 

 Break the kids into groups of four. Give each group a song and have them come 
up with a way to accompany it with their bells. 
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INTERNET LINKS: 
 
A website dedicated to The Polar Express 
http://polarexpress.com/ 

 
Ballet terms defined 
http://www.abt.org/education/dictionary/index.html 
 
Anaheim Ballet shows you how to stretch! 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8D7R8QxJL4&feature=share&list=PL22EC1314013611CC&
index=4 
 

http://polarexpress.com/
http://www.abt.org/education/dictionary/index.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8D7R8QxJL4&feature=share&list=PL22EC1314013611CC&index=4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8D7R8QxJL4&feature=share&list=PL22EC1314013611CC&index=4

