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THE STORY

ACT I

Scene 1. Knitting socks and making brooms are not exactly the children's choice of chores for
this fine morning alone at home. Hungry and bored, Hansel and Gretel lapse into dancing and
singing and teasing each other with highest spirits.

Scene 2. Mother, coming home just at the right time to observe her children singing and cajoling
around, is irritated that they have left their chores undone. In a fit of frustration she sends Hansel
and Gretel into the woods to pick strawberries.

Scene 3. Having been able to sell all his brooms at a special holiday market, Father has been
able to purchase much-needed food for his family. He arrives home in a jolly mood and even
Mother is cheered up when she sees all the groceries he has brought with him. But when he
hears that Hansel and Gretel may have gone to woods near llsenstein, his mood swings in
another direction and both mother and Father leave abruptly to hunt for their children in the
darkness of the forest.

ACT Il

Hansel and Gretel have found delicious wild strawberries, filling the basket full. Unfortunately,
they are so hungry that they allow a greedy cuckoo bird to entice them into eating all the berries
then and there. As it gets darker and darker, the children find they have lost their way and can-
not return home. The children are frightened, but not forsaken; Sandman appears to calm them
and make them sleepy with his magic sand, and after Hansel and Gretel sing their evening
prayer, fourteen angels comfort and guard them throughout the night next to a friendly old tree
stump.

INTERMISSION (20 minutes)

ACT I

Scene 1. After much anticipation, the Dew Fairy finally appears in early morning to wake the
children. Gretel awakens first, finding a pleasant surprize awaiting and enjoys her quiet moment
listening to the birds singing their morning songs. Sleepy-head Hans is still snoozing away so
Gretel tickles him mercilessly until he awakens. Comparing dreams, both children become
aware that they must have had the same dream during their night in the forest.

Scene 2. Suddenly, there appears in the forest a small cottage; a cottage covered with tasty cakes
and candy. They approach the cottage carefully, sampling some of the treats.

Scene 3. The ogress Miss Dainty Mouth, the owner of this magic cottage, sneaks out of her
house to inspect the new visitors, putting a spell upon both children and sending Hansel into a
cage to fatten him up. The Witch of llsenstein shows her true intent and character in a bawdy
broom-dance, but Hansel and Gretel prove to be too clever for her, pushing the witch into her
own oven, burning her into a crisp gingerbread cookie.

Scene 4. After the witch is gone, other gingerbread children appear and Hansel and Gretel
awaken them from their long sleep. Mother and Father also finally arrive at the llsenstein for a
happy reunion of the entire family.



ENGELBERT HUMPERDINCK (1854-1921), in addition to having one of the most
wonderfully ridiculous names in Classical music, was also rather fond of fairy tales. He
composed stage works of Sleeping Beauty, Die sieben Geif3lein (a famous German fairytale), and
a tale of his own creation: Konigskinder. None of these efforts, however, can even begin to
compare to his magnum opus, Hansel und Gretel. Composed in 1891, it was an immediate hit
and has remained a wildly popular opera. Humperdinck's first experience working in opera was
in 1881, for the premier production of Richard Wagner's Parsifal. Wagner was a man whose
influence over opera in general and Humperdinck in particular cannot be overstated. Wagner
married music to narrative in ways that were not done before him. He created a unity and
fluidity of sound that drives the story from start to finish, and he was Humperdinck's greatest
inspiration. The music of Hansel and Gretel is evocative of several Wagner operas: the overture
has shades of Die Meistersinger von Nirnberg; the Mother laments in a fashion straight out of
Tristan und Isolde; and the gorgeously transcendental Angel Pantomime echoes Parsifal.
Wagner's great life-long concern was to make an art form that is essentially German, and
Humperdinck took that banner and raised it possibly higher than Wagner himself. Humperdinck
adapted the story of his opera from the Brothers Grimm, who themselves started collecting fairy
tales in an attempt to catalogue and preserve German culture. Humperdinck, in order to make his
work more accessible to a wider audience, extracted all of the grim and grisly bits found in the
Brothers Grimm version, and infused it with German folk songs. These songs, such as Gretel's
playful dance in the first act, are catchy and delightful, and passionately German in their musical
roots. A truly impressive feat was that Humperdinck captured such a deep-rooted and culturally
rich sound in music of his own creation, using no actual folk tunes as the basis. Humperdinck
fused Wagnerian structure, orchestration, and harmony with catchy and lighthearted German folk
music to create a delightfully and fiendishly fun opera, and a charming night at the theater.

—Daniel Wallace Miller
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