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THE WORK: 

HANSEL AND GRETEL
An opera in two acts, sung in English
Music by Engelbert Humperdinck
Libretto by Adelheid Wette
English translation by David Pountney
Based on the story “Hansel and Gretel,” 
from the collection Children’s and 
Household Tales by Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm
First performed December 23, 1893
at the Court Theater, Weimar, Germany

PRODUCTION
Donald Runnicles, Conductor
Richard Jones, Production
John Macfarlane, Set and Costume 
Designer
Jennifer Tipton, Lighting Designer
Linda Dobell, Choreographer 

STARRING
Lisette Oropesa
GRETEL (soprano)

Tara Erraught
HANSEL (mezzo-soprano)

Dolora Zajick
GERTRUDE (mezzo-soprano)

Gerhard Siegel
THE WITCH (mezzo-soprano/tenor)
 
Quinn Kelsey
PETER (baritone)

Originally created for Welsh National 
Opera and Lyric Opera of Chicago

Production a gift of the Gramma Fisher 
Foundation, Marshalltown, Iowa; and 
Karen and Kevin Kennedy

Additional funding from Dr. Coco 
Lazaroff, and Joan Taub Ades and Alan 
M. Ades

WHAT TO E XPEC T FROM HANSEL AND GRE TEL

TWO HUNGRY CHILDREN, A GINGERBREAD HOUSE BEYOND THEIR WILDEST DREAMS, 

and a wicked witch who gets her just deserts: Engelbert Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel 

is a delectably fresh take on a beloved classic. Based on a folk tale published by the Brothers 

Grimm in 1812, the opera was an instant hit, captivating eager audiences, eminent European 

composers, and the emperor of Germany alike. But Humperdinck’s masterpiece actually began 

as a way to entertain bored kids. In 1890, Humperdinck’s sister, Adelheid Wette, asked him 

to write a musical play for her own children to perform. She provided a series of texts based 

on the Grimms’ beloved tale. Humperdinck provided the music. And the result proved to be 

nothing short of magical.

 Humperdinck and Wette were well aware that, for the titular hero and heroine, the very real 

nightmares of hunger and poverty were every bit as terrifying as any witch. Thus, the Met’s 

production whisks the story out of the haunted forest and into a space of more domestic 

enchantment: the kitchen. Yet sorcery still lurks behind every corner. With its stunning sets, 

fantasy-filled costumes, and glorious singing, Hansel and Gretel is rather like the enormous 

Black Forest Cake that forms the centerpiece of the Witch’s table: a dark, densely layered story 

frosted with Humperdinck’s luscious melodies, infused with the indomitable spirits of two 

young kids, and garnished with a dash of humor. The result is a totally scrumptious feast for 

the eyes, the ears, and maybe even the heart.

 This guide presents Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel as a clever new version of a time-

honored tale. The following pages include biographical information on the composer, an 

introduction to the opera’s literary source, and a brief historical essay on folk tales in nineteenth-

century culture. A guided listening exercise and age-appropriate synopses will bring the 

opera’s music and story into the classroom, while the activities included at the end of the guide 

will help the students engage with the opera during the Final Dress Rehearsal performance. 

Finally, a follow-up conversation will encourage students’ creativity and help them develop 

the confidence to engage with opera and other performing arts even after they leave the 

theater itself.
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ABOUT THE ME TROPOLITAN OPER A HOUSE

The Metropolitan Opera is a vibrant home for the most creative and talented singers, conduc-

tors, composers, musicians, stage directors, designers, visual artists, choreographers, and 

dancers from around the world.

The Metropolitan Opera was founded in 1883, with its first opera house built on Broadway 

and 39th Street by a group of wealthy businessmen who wanted their own theater. In the 

company’s early years, the management changed course several times, first performing 

everything in Italian (even Carmen and Lohengrin), then everything in German (even Aida and 

Faust), before finally settling into a policy of performing most works in their original language.

Almost from the beginning, it was clear that the opera house on 39th Street did not have 

adequate stage facilities. But it was not until the Met joined with other New York institutions 

in forming Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts that a new home became possible. The 

new Metropolitan Opera House, which opened at Lincoln Center in September of 1966, was 

equipped with the finest technical facilities of the day.

Each season the Met stages more than 200 opera performances in New York. More than 800,000 

people attend the performances in the opera house during the season, and millions more 

experience the Met through new media distribution initiatives and state-of-the-art technology.

Photo: Johnathan Tichler/
Metropolitan Opera
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A GUIDE TO HANSEL AND GRE TEL

This guide includes several sections 
with a variety of background material on 
Hansel and Gretel.

• The Source, The Story, and Who’s 
Who in Hansel and Gretel

• A Timeline: The historical context 
of the opera’s story and composition

• A Closer Look: A brief article 
highlighting an important aspect of 
Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel

• Guided Listening: A series of 
musical excerpts with questions and a 
roadmap to possible student responses

• Student Critique: A performance 
activity, highlighting specific aspects 
of this production; and topics for 
wrap-up discussion following students’ 
attendance

• Further Resources: 
Recommendations for additional study, 
both online and in print

• Glossary: Common musical terms 
found in this guide and in the concert hall

The materials in this guide will focus on several aspects of Hansel and Gretel:

• The relationship between the Grimms’ folk tale and the opera’s plot

• How Humperdinck’s music evokes both the games of childhood and the magic of the 

haunted wood

• The significance of folk tales in nineteenth-century German culture

• Creative choices made by the artists of the Metropolitan Opera for this production

• The opera as a unified work of art, involving the efforts of composer, librettist, and Met 

artists

This guide is intended to cultivate students’ interest in Hansel and Gretel, whether or not 

they have any prior acquaintance with opera. It includes materials for students with a wide 

range of musical backgrounds, and seeks to encourage them to think about opera – and the 

performing arts as a whole – as a medium of both entertainment and creative expression.

Cory Weaver/
Metropolitan Opera
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At the edge of a haunted forest live two young children, Hansel and Gretel. Their family is very poor, their parents are away all day, 

and there is no food in the kitchen except a single jug of milk. Bored and hungry, Hansel and Gretel sing and dance as they wait 

for their parents to return. But when their mother gets home, she is furious that they have not done their chores. In her rage, she 

accidentally knocks over the jug of milk. Now they will have nothing for dinner. The mother tells Hansel and Gretel to go gather 

strawberries in the forest. Soon, their father comes back to the house. His business has done well that day, and he has brought 

food. He asks where Hansel and Gretel are, and is horrified to learn his children have gone alone to the haunted wood.

Meanwhile, Hansel and Gretel have wandered deeper and deeper into the forest in search of berries. They are hopelessly lost. As 

night falls, they imagine terrifying figures among the dark trees. But not all the creatures in the wood are evil. The Sandman, a 

kind old spirit who sprinkles sand into children’s eyes to make them sleepy, comes to watch over them. Hansel and Gretel finally 

fall asleep and dream of a fabulous feast. 

The next morning, Hansel and Gretel are awoken by the beautiful Dew Fairy. They begin wandering again, and soon stumble across 

a strange house made of cake. They both break off a big handful. Just then, an old woman emerges from the house and invites 

them in. But her kind smile is a wicked trick: she is the witch of the wood, and she plans to eat Hansel and Gretel. She casts a spell 

on the children, then drags them into the house. She ties up Hansel and explains to Gretel that her magical oven turns children 

into gingerbread. Gretel is terrified, but she has a clever idea. When the witch’s back is turned, Gretel unties Hansel. Then the two 

children push the witch into the oven and slam the door shut. As soon as they do, the gingerbread children stacked in the witch’s 

cupboard turn return to life. Hansel and Gretel’s parents arrive, and everybody celebrates the end of the wicked witch.

Cory Weaver/
Metropolitan Opera

THE S TORY

SUMM A RY
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Hansel and Gretel, Little Red Riding Hood, Rumpelstiltskin, Snow White… the figures of Jacob and Wilhelm 

Grimm’s Kinder- und Hausmärchen (“Children’s and Household Tales”) read like a “Who’s Who” of the 

most famous characters of our time. Yet the stories now so inextricably linked with the name “Grimm” 

were not original to the two brothers. Nor was the collection, published in two volumes in 1812 and 1815, 

intended to be a literary compendium; rather, the Grimms hoped that their book would be a vital record 

of German culture. As such, the brothers sourced their tales from anyone willing to tell one. Among the 

many contributors was a young woman named Dorothea (“Dortchen”) Wild, a close friend of the Grimms’ 

younger sister Lotte. Sometime around 1810, Dortchen told Wilhelm Grimm a story of two young children 

who, through the sinister machinations of their poverty-stricken parents, fall into the hands of a cannibalistic 

witch. This delightfully grisly tale, published under the title Hansel and Gretel, would soon become one 

of the most famous stories in the collection. When Engelbert Humperdinck and Adelheid Wette decided 

to revamp the story for the operatic stage, they did what any good storyteller should feel free to do: they 

adapted, embellished, and let their imagination run wild. They added the Sandman, the Dew Fairy, and 

the gingerbread-baking magic of the witch’s oven. As for Dortchen Wild, her role in the Grimms’ life did 

not end with the publication of her fairy tale: She married Wilhelm Grimm in 1825.

THE SOURCE:  “ H A NSEL A ND GRE TEL ,” 
FROM CHILDREN ’S  A ND HOUSEHOLD TA LE S BY JACOB A ND WILHELM GRIMM

Cory Weaver/
Metropolitan Opera
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Act I: Hansel and Gretel’s House

Hansel and Gretel sit in the little kitchen of their humble home. They are bored 

and hungry, but there is nothing in the fridge, so they dance and recite nursery 

rhymes to distract themselves from their hunger. Finally, Gretel lets Hansel in on 

a secret: a neighbor has given them a jug of milk, so they can make rice pudding 

for dinner later that evening. When their mother gets home, however, she is 

furious to find that they have been playing instead of doing their chores. She 

shoves Hansel, who steps backward and knocks over the jug of milk. Horrified 

that she will have nothing to feed her children, the mother sends Hansel and 

Gretel into the nearby wood to gather strawberries. Left alone, she reflects 

on her family’s dire poverty.

Hansel and Gretel’s father Peter enters, tired, hungry, and drunk. But he has 

good news. Their country is celebrating its anniversary, and everyone is buying 

the brooms that he makes. Opening a bag, he shows Gertrude that he has 

bought butter, flour, sausages, eggs, honey, vegetables, and even tea. When 

the father finally asks where the children are, however, he is shocked to learn 

that they have gone into the forest alone. The wood is haunted, home to a 

witch who is wicked and cruel, who rides through the forest on a broomstick, 

and who lives in a candy house to trap hungry children—whom she then eats! 

Alarmed and worried, they rush out to find Hansel and Gretel.

Act II: The Haunted Wood

Meanwhile, Hansel and Gretel are alone in the woods. Hansel searches the 

bushes for strawberries. Gretel makes a flower garland. They still haven’t had 

any dinner, and the berries look too good to resist. Before they realize it, they 

have eaten the whole bowl. Desperate to find more berries, they wander ever 

farther into the forest. Soon, they are hopelessly lost. The wood is dark and 

gloomy, and they think they see terrifying figures lurking among the shadows. 

Fortunately, not all the magical creatures in the forest are bad. The Sandman, 

a kind old spirit who sprinkles sand into children’s eyes to make them sleepy, 

comes to watch over them, and Hansel and Gretel sing a lullaby as they finally 

fall asleep. They dream of a wondrous feast, prepared by fourteen giant chefs 

and served by a single shining fish. 

S Y NOPSIS
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VOICE TYPE

Since the early 19th century, singing 
voices have usually been classified in six 
basic types, three male and three female, 
according to their range:

SOPRANO
the highest-pitched type of human voice, 
normally possessed only by women and boys

MEZZO-SOPRANO
the female voice whose range lies between 
the soprano and the contralto (Italian 

“mezzo”=middle, medium)

CONTRALTO
the lowest female voice, also called an alto

COUNTERTENOR
a male singing voice whose vocal range is 
equivalent to that of a contralto, mezzo-
soprano, or (less frequently) a soprano, 
usually through the use of falsetto

TENOR
the highest naturally occurring voice type in 
adult males

BARITONE
the male voice lying below the tenor and 
above the bass

BASS
the lowest male voice

Act III: The Witch’s House

As dawn breaks, the Dew Fairy comes to wake up Hansel and Gretel, 

who recall their marvelous dream. Unfortunately, they are still lost in 

the woods. Suddenly, in front of them, they see a house made entirely 

of cake. They approach, but the house is silent. They each grab a 

handful of the house… but just then they hear an eerie voice. An 

old woman emerges from the house, and with a sweet smile invites 

them in for tea and cake. Hansel suspects a trick and tries to run 

away, but the old woman casts a spell on the two children. Frozen in 

place, neither Hansel nor Gretel can move a muscle! The witch ties 

up Hansel, then, releasing Gretel from the spell, forces her to set 

the table. Dancing around her giant kitchen, the witch reveals her 

horrifying recipe: her magic oven turns children into gingerbread!

While the Witch is looking away, Gretel secretly uses the Witch’s 

own spell to release Hansel. The Witch asks Gretel to check the oven 

to see if it is hot. Gretel responds that she doesn’t know how, and 

asks the witch to demonstrate. As the Witch leans into the oven to 

check the temperature, Hansel jumps up. He and Gretel push the 

Witch into the oven and slam the door shut! As soon as the Witch is 

dead, the gingerbread children stacked in her cupboard come back 

to life. Soon, Hansel and Gretel’s grief-stricken parents enter. They 

can only assume that they have lost their children forever. Imagine 

their surprise, then, when they find not only Hansel and Gretel, but 

a whole group of children who have disappeared over the years. 

Everyone celebrates the end of the wicked witch.
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WHO’ S  WHO IN HANSEL AND GRE TEL

Character Pronunciation Guide Voice 
Type

The Lowdown

Gretel A young girl GREH-tell soprano Hansel and Gretel live at the edge 
of a haunted wood. Each feels 
responsible for taking care of the 
other. (Hansel is a “trouser role,” in 
which a young boy is played by an 
adult woman.)Hansel Her brother HAHN-sell 

mezzo-
soprano

Gertrude Their mother mezzo-
soprano

Constantly worried about paying the 
bills and feeding her children, Gertrude 
is utterly exhausted.

Peter Their father baritone Peter is a poor broom-maker who 
suddenly has a stroke of luck.

The Sandman

Magical creatures who 
live in the woods

soprano
A kind old man who sprinkles sand into 
the eyes of children to help them sleep. 
(This role is played by a woman.)

The Dew Fairy soprano A benevolent fairy who wakes the 
children as the sun rises.

The Witch tenor

An old woman who lives in a house 
made of candy. She seems to be all 
sugar and spice and everything nice—
until Hansel and Gretel realize that 
she likes to eat children! (This role is 
played by a man.)
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TIMELINE

Two German brothers, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, publish a 

collection of folk tales. They will publish a second volume in 1815, 

bringing the total number of stories we recognize as “Grimm’s 

fairy tales” to well over two hundred.

Engelbert Humperdinck is born on September 1 in Siegburg, a 

city on the western edge of Germany. His prodigious musical 

talent is recognized early, and he receives his first piano lessons 

at age seven.

Following the wishes of his family, Humperdinck enrolls in an 

architecture course. Yet his true passion is music, and the following 

year he transfers to the music conservatory in Cologne.

Humperdinck moves to Munich to continue his studies and estab-

lish his musical career. He soon befriends a group of fellow students 

who are passionate admirers of the composer Richard Wagner. In 

1878, Humperdinck will see the first Munich performance of Der 

Ring des Nibelungen, Wagner’s four-part operatic epic based on 

old Norse myths. He is deeply impressed.

At the age of twenty-five, Humperdinck has already received 

several major composition awards, including a prize which funds 

a year of study in Italy. In March, he travels to Naples to meet 

Wagner. “The half hour I spent talking with the Master,” he will 

write, “certainly counts as one of the most exciting and uplifting 

moments of my life.” After traveling around southern Italy, 

Humperdinck returns to Wagner’s villa in May, and Wagner invites 

the young composer to work at his opera festival in Bayreuth.

In January, Humperdinck moves to Bayreuth, where he will live 

until August, 1882.

1812

1871

1877

1854

1880

1881
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On February 13, Wagner dies. Without his mentor, Humperdinck feels lost, and he 

struggles to find a steady job. Over the next decade, his teaching appointments and 

travels will take him to the German cities of Cologne and Frankfurt, as well as Spain, 

Morocco, and Tangiers. He will also work as a music critic for several German newspapers.

Humperdinck meets the composer Richard Strauss at a concert, and they soon become 

close friends.

In April, Humperdinck’s sister, Adelheid Wette, asks him to compose the music for four 

short songs she has written for her children based on the story “Hansel and Gretel” 

by the brothers Grimm. The family loves the songs, and they convince Humperdinck 

to write a Singspiel (a play with spoken text and interpolated songs) based on the 

same story. At Christmas, Humperdinck becomes engaged to a young woman named 

Hedwig Taxer, and gives her an early version of the Hansel and Gretel Singspiel as an 

engagement present.

Humperdinck begins to expand the music of the Singspiel into a full opera.

On September 17, Humperdinck puts the final touches on his new work. He sends a 

copy of the score to Richard Strauss, who promptly proclaims Hansel and Gretel “a 

masterpiece.” The opera premieres on December 23 in Weimar, under the baton of 

Strauss himself.

In the year after its premiere, Hansel and Gretel is performed at no fewer than seventy-

two different theaters. Many of these performances are conducted or attended by the 

most influential musical figures in Germany.

The director of the Metropolitan Opera invites Humperdinck to New York for the Met’s 

first performance of Hansel and Gretel.

Humperdinck’s opera Königskinder (“The King’s Children”) receives its world premiere 

at the Met.

On September 27, Humperdinck dies in Neustrelitz. In his memory, the Berlin State 

Opera performs the last act of Königskinder and the entire opera Hansel and Gretel.

1883

1885

1892

1893

1905

1894

1910

1921

1890
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A CLOSER LOOK

THE BROTHERS GRIMM,  FOLK TA LE S,  A ND THE SE A RCH 
FOR N ATION A L IDENTIT Y
Today, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm are commonly thought of as “German writers.” 

Yet they never intended to have literary careers, and during their lives the 

political entity now known as “Germany” didn’t even exist! So how did a pair 

of lawyers from the principality of Hesse became two of the most important 

figures in German literary history? The story is crucial for understanding not 

only their most famous work, Children’s and Household Tales, but also the 

European political landscape at the turn of the nineteenth century—and even 

the world we live in today.

 When the Grimm brothers Jacob (1785–1863) and Wilhelm (1786–1859) 

were born, the area corresponding to modern-day Germany was a patchwork 

collection of over two hundred tiny states. Borders were subject to the nobility’s 

bellicose whims, and citizenship took the form of allegiance to whichever lord 

happened to rule your slice of land at any given time. But a potent new idea had 

begun to brew in the late eighteenth century, one which imagined redrawing 

the European map to group together people who shared a common language 

and culture. These groups were known as “nations,” and the corresponding 

country was a “nation state.” Within a few decades, the ideal of national gover-

nance would prove to be—quite literally—revolutionary, sparking uprisings 

across Europe. 

 In the German-speaking lands, intellectuals and political philosophers began 

to dream of a unified Germany, and the young Grimms were deeply impressed 

by the idea. If a “nation” was defined by shared language and culture, folk 

tales seemed an ideal way to identify common cultural heritage. High-art 

literature, they felt, was too artificial, too removed from the language’s roots. 

But folk and fairy tales—orally transmitted by German-speaking peoples for 

centuries—were just right. By 1812, the Grimms had enough material to publish 

a first volume of stories. A second volume followed in 1815, and the brothers’ 

place in literary history was assured.

 Germany would finally be unified in 1871, but the question of nationalism 

would not end there. For better and for worse, nationalism has been one of the 

most powerful political catalysts of the last two centuries. Today, nationalism 

remains a force for both unity and exclusion, peace and war; from across the 

globe, we can see the questions that occupied the Brothers Grimm playing 

out on the modern world stage.
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“ L IT TLE BROTHER ,  DA NCE WITH ME”

The Guided Listening Activities are designed to introduce students to a selection of 

memorable moments from the opera. They include information on what is happening 

dramatically, a description of the musical style, and a roadmap of musical features 

to listen for. Guided Listening Activities can be used by students and teachers of 

varying levels of musical experience.

GUIDED L IS TENING

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, teachers will need 
access to a recording of Hansel and 
Gretel and the libretto. 

Hansel and Gretel sit in their little kitchen, hungry and bored. To pass the time, Gretel begins to dance. Soon, Hansel joins in.

What to listen for:

• The repetition of short melodies
• How the repeating melodies reflect the relationship between Hansel and Gretel
• How the orchestra interacts with the two voices

(00:06)  Gretel begins describing her dance. Much like “The Hokey Pokey,” the lyrics of the song correspond to the dance steps. In fact, your  
  students might like to try dancing along!

(00:17)  The orchestra echoes the end of Gretel’s melody.

(00:22)  Hansel says he doesn’t know how to do the dance. For now, just notice that the melody he sings is different from the melody  
  Gretel sang at (00:06).
(00:35) Gretel does a new step, with a brand-new melody.

(00:46) Now Hansel has it figured out. He sings the same melody Gretel just sang, and does the same dance steps.

(00:56)  Gretel tells Hansel that he has learned the dance steps well. She sings the melody from (00:22), encouraging her brother  
  with the same music he used to say he couldn’t dance.

(01:09)  The melody from (00:35) returns. First Gretel will sing the melody in its entirety, then Hansel will sing it.

(01:30)  The melody from (00:06) returns. But instead of singing the second half of the original melody (“one foot in, one foot out”)  
  Gretel takes the melody in a new direction and announces, “When two children join together, they are more than twice as clever.” At  
  this moment in the drama, this might seem like a simple celebration of the fact that Hansel has finally managed to learn the dance  
  steps. But by the end of the opera, Hansel and Gretel’s ability to work together will be the thing that saves their lives!

(01:41)  Gretel holds a long note, which turns into a trill as Hansel sings a different melody over it. Usually, trills are a way for a singer to sound  
  impressive and virtuosic. Here, however, it is because Hansel has just pulled her hair! It is important to remember that opera singers  
  must act as well as sing, and every musical choice they make is in the service of the story. If you ever feel confused watching an opera,  
  focus on what the music is telling you about the characters.

(02:16)  When siblings play together, harmony can quickly turn to argument.  

(03:22)  But finally peace and friendship are restored, and Hansel and Gretel start dancing again.

(03:48)  Just as the dancing and games reach their height, the mother walks in. Can you tell when she arrives? 
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“AT NIGHT,  IT ’S  A  GRUE SOME A ND SORDID PL ACE” 

When Hansel and Gretel’s father returns home, he is in a good mood. The country they live in is about to have an anniversary, everyone is buying his cleaning 
products to prepare for the great celebrations, and he finally has enough money to buy a bag full of food. His joy quickly turns to fear, however, when he 
learns that Hansel and Gretel have gone into the haunted forest alone. In particular, he has heard about one wicked witch who flies on a broomstick and lures 
children into her home––so she can eat them!

What to listen for: 
 
• How the words of the libretto evoke magic and fear
• How crescendos, diminuendos, and dynamics augment the drama of the scene
• How the orchestra illustrates the things the father is talking about: rushing wind, soaring witches, a crackling fire under a dripping roast…

(00:45)  The father holds up a broomstick, and his eyes are full of fear. Listen carefully to the grumbling melody in the orchestra. You will hear it  
  again at the beginning of “The Witch’s Ride.” Humperdinck’s mentor Richard Wagner loved to repeat musical themes (which he called  
  Leitmotifs) across the span of an opera to link disparate moments in the story. Here, the melody is like a darkly foreboding prediction of  
  things to come.

(01:22)  The father’s melody begins softly, or in musical terms “piano.” Why, after he shouted about witches riding on a broomstick, do  
  you think the father sings so softly here? Also listen to the orchestra, where the strings are being plucked instead of played with a bow (an  
  effect called pizzicato). This makes the music sound creepy and anxious.

(01:50)  As the father describes the witch flying on her broomstick, the strings begin playing with bows again, and the rushing melodies  
  sound like whistling wind or a witch swooping through the sky. If you listen carefully, you will notice that the father sings the same melody  
  three times––at (01:50), (01:53), and (01:57)––but each time at a higher pitch. This is called a “sequence.” You will also hear a big crescendo.  
  Taken together, the rising pitches and the increasing volume add excitement to the scene.

(02:13)  The pitches have been steadily moving upward, but as the mother gasps in horror there is a rush downward. There is also a diminuendo.

(02:21)  The diminuendo leads back to piano, and the father returns to his original melody. It changes slightly on the words “crispy,  
  crunchy”: the fast repetitions give the melody an onomatopoeic quality (an “onomatopoeia,” pronounced AHN-oh-MAH-toe-PEE-yah, is a  
  word that sounds like what it means, such as “bang” or “pop”).

(02:44) Another sequence, and more rushing strings. Now, it sounds like the children are caught in an inescapable whirlpool of the witch’s cruel  
  magic.

(03:40)  A final fortissimo (the superlative of forte, meaning “extremely loud”) brings the scene to an end. As the curtain falls, the music  
  of “The Witch’s Ride” begins.
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“SO HOPP HOPP HOPP,  GA LOPP LOPP LOPP ” 

The Witch has captured Hansel and Gretel. Hansel is tied up, and knows he will soon be put in the oven. Gretel scurries around the kitchen, and the Witch 
looks forward to the marvelous gingerbread she will eat after baking Hansel. Here, she sings her signature recipe as though it is a magic spell. 
What to listen for: 

• The return of music from “The Witch’s Ride”
• The use of nonsense words and images often associated with magic
• The use of a single, constant rhythm throughout the incantation: one short syllable, followed by three longer syllables, and then a short pause

(00:00) The spell begins with a melody you already know from “The Witch’s Ride.” Also listen to the strings, which play a long ascending scale in  
  the background.

(00:10)  “So hopp hopp hopp, galopp lopp lopp,” the witch sings, using the same melody that was featured in “The Witch’s Ride.” Spells almost  
  always begin with nonsense syllables, which evoke a language understood only by the magical creatures who can cast the charms (just  
  think of “hocus pocus” or “abracadabra”). Here, the sound of “galopp lopp lopp” also evokes the mixing of gloppy batter. It is fun to know  
  that although the entire libretto of Hansel and Gretel had to be translated from German to English for this performance, this phrase is  
  exactly the same in both languages!

(00:20) You might have noticed that when the witch is not singing, the whole orchestra is playing. When she is singing, however, the   
  accompaniment is much sparser. Listen closely for the bell-like instrument that plays her melody with her: it’s a xylophone.

(00:41)  The witch counts the steps of her recipe. The use of numbers makes the incantation sound like a nursery rhyme, or perhaps  
  even a game of hopscotch or jump-rope.

(01:28)  Listen to the big accelerando (explained above) in the orchestra. The Witch has been throwing all the ingredients into a giant  
  bowl. Now she is mixing it, faster and faster and faster… and when she’s done, she’ll be ready to throw Hansel into the oven!

The curtain falls between Acts I and II, but the music doesn’t stop. Instead, as the stage hands rush to prepare the stage for Act II, a boisterous musical 
interlude represents “The Witch’s Ride.” This is a great place to encourage your students’ creativity. Ask them what kinds of images (or characters or events) 
the music makes them think of. Why?

What to listen for: 

• The use of orchestral instruments for unusual and evocative sounds
• The repetition of only two short melodies, but which seem infinitely variable depending on the combination of instruments used to play them
• A melody that you have already heard (in “At night, it’s a gruesome and sordid place”)

(00:00)  The interlude begins directly on the heels of the previous excerpt, with the same melody from close to its beginning. But it is no longer  
  quiet and in the background: now it is loud and thunderous. The strings play the low rumbling sounds, while the bold melody at (00:09) is  
  played by the brass. 

(00:21)  The clarinets play a new melody; at (00:32), the same melody is played by the oboes. The flutes join in at (00:35). 

(00:40) The main melody of the interlude begins. The most prominent instruments are the strings and brass, but listen as well for the various kinds  
  of clanging, banging, clicking, and whirring sounds that also emanate from the orchestra. What do these sounds make you think of?

(01:11)  Now listen to the very fast, swirling melodies in the strings. Do they sound like wind? Waves? Soon, the orchestra will turn into a mosaic of  
  different melodies and sounds. What does this part remind you of? Dancing witches? Cavorting gremlins? Something else entirely?

(01:41)  A big crescendo in the orchestra begins. You might also notice that the tempo of the music is getting faster. This is called an accelerando  
  (pronounced ah-cheh-leh-RAHN-doe, from an Italian word meaning “to speed up”—in fact, you might notice that it looks a lot like the word  
  “accelerate”). How does the accelerando make you feel?

(02:08)  The music suddenly changes, becoming sweeter, gentler, less hectic. (Notice, however, that the main melody is still present!)  
  What kinds of action do you think could accompany music like this?

“ THE WITCH ’S  R IDE”
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 S TUDENT CRIT IQUE

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, students will need the 
My Highs & Lows reproducible handout 
found in the back of this guide.

COMMON CORE STANDARDS AND 
HANSEL AND GRETEL
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1
Initiate and participate effectively in 
a range of collaborative discussions 
(one-on-one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners 
on grades 9–12 topics, texts, and 
issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1d
Respond thoughtfully to diverse 
perspectives; synthesize comments, 
claims, and evidence made on all sides 
of an issue; resolve contradictions 
when possible; and determine what 
additional information or research is 
required to deepen the investigation or 
complete the task.

Watching and listening to a performance is a unique experience that takes 

students beyond the printed page to an immersion in images, sound, inter-

pretation, technology, drama, skill, and craft.  Performance activities help 

students analyze different aspects of the experience and engage critically 

with the performance. They will consider the creative choices that have been 

made for the particular production they are watching and examine different 

aspects of the performance.

The Student Critique activity incorporates a reproducible sheet. Students 

should bring this activity sheet to the final dress rehearsal and fill it out during 

intermission and/or after the final curtain. The activity directs attention to 

details of the production that might otherwise go unnoticed.

The activity sheet is called My Highs & Lows. It serves to guide students 

toward a consistent set of objective observations, as well as to help them 

articulate their own opinions. It is designed to enrich the students’ under-

standing of the art form as a whole. The ratings system encourages students 

to express their critique:  use these ratings to spark discussions that require 

careful, critical thinking. 

The My Highs & Lows handout can be found at the back of this guide. 

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L
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Students will enjoy starting the class with an open discussion of the Met performance. What did they like? 

What didn’t they? Did anything surprise them? What would they like to see or hear again? What would they 

have done differently? The discussion offers an opportunity to apply the notes on students’ My Highs & Lows 

sheet, as well as their thoughts about the visual design of the Met production – in short, to see themselves 

as Hansel and Gretel experts. 

Telling a story is not unlike baking a cake. There are the basic ingredients: flour, milk, and eggs; or two hungry 

young children lost in the woods. Then there are the ingredients that give the cake its identity: chocolate or 

vanilla or fruit; a haunted wood, a wicked witch. And, finally, there are the touches that give each creation its 

individual charm: spices and sprinkles; a dream scene with a giant fish, an oven that turns children into ginger-

bread. Now that your students have seen the opera Hansel and Gretel, ask them to think about how the many 

elements of the performance—music, acting, costumes, stage sets, wigs, makeup, etc.—work together to 

make Humperdinck’s version of this famous tale unique. The following questions may facilitate your discussion.

• Had you heard the story of Hansel and Gretel before you went to the opera? If so, did the opera differ from 

the story you already knew? How?

• Did you find any scenes funny, frightening, sad or happy? Why? 

• Hansel and Gretel is full of cross-dressing. Hansel and the Sandman are both played by women, while the 

witch is played by a man. Why do you think Humperdinck made this choice? Did you like this effect?

• Can you think of other fairy tales told with or through music? What does the music add to Hansel and 

Gretel? What might be difficult about using music to tell a story?

• Did the witch’s house look like you imagined it would? If not, what was unexpected or unusual about it? 

How about the other sets: Hansel and Gretel’s kitchen, and the forest? Did you like the sets? If you were to 

design a production of Hansel and Gretel, what would it look like?

Today, there are many different ways to tell a story: Netflix or television series, music videos, a graphic novel, 

a collection of photos on Instagram, etc. If you were hired to tell the story of Hansel and Gretel using any 

medium you chose, how would you do it? Why? (The “Further Resources” list at the end of this guide has some 

examples that students may find inspiring.)

 Lastly, remember that opera is a multi-media art form: any and all aspects of the performance your students 

have just seen––including the act of seeing it live––are important factors contributing to the overall experi-

ence. Ask them for any final thoughts and impressions. What did they find most memorable?

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L

FOLLOW- UP DISCUSSION
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FURTHER RESOURCES 

IN  PRINT 

ONLINE

Gidwitz, Adam. A Tale Dark & Grimm. New York: Puffin, 2011.

Hansel and Gretel wander through a series of Grimm tales in this hilarious and irreverent young adult novel. Creative, clever, and 

reveling in the blood and gore of the Grimms’ grimmest stories, this novel is sure to inspire young readers and writers. 

Grimm, Jacob and Wilhelm. The Annotated Brothers Grimm. Edited, translated, and with a preface and notes by Maria Tatar; introduc-

tion by A. S. Byatt. New York: W. W. Norton, 2004.

A selection of the Grimms’ most famous tales, richly annotated and illustrated. The extensive additional materials include prefaces to 

the early editions of Grimms’ Children’s and Household Tales and comments by other noted authors on the folk tale as a genre and form. 

Paradiz, Valerie. Clever Maids: The Secret History of the Grimm Fairy Tales. New York: Basic Books, 2005.

A fascinating history of the Grimms’ work, focusing on the now largely-forgotten women who helped bring their masterpiece to fruition.

Philip Pullman, Fairy Tales from the Brothers Grimm: A New English Version. London: Viking, 2012.

A collection of stories retold by the author of The Golden Compass, with a delightful introduction on the fairy tale as a literary form 

and a bibliography full of useful resources.

Tatar, Maria. The Classic Fairy Tales. A Norton Critical Edition. New York: Norton, 1999. 

Tatar’s collection brings together fairy tales from across the world and examines how a single narrative trope may appear and reappear 

in vastly different contexts.

Creative Kids Education Foundation and Classical KUSC Radio. “Design Your Own Opera: Hansel & Gretel, an 

opera by Engelbert Humperdinck.” 

http://classicalkusc.org/kids/opera/

An interactive program from Southern California Classical Radio which allows students to design a produc-

tion of Hansel and Gretel while introducing students to Humperdinck’s music, theatrical terminology and 

the many jobs that go into putting an opera on stage. 

“Drama Notebook: Free Fairy Tale Plays” 

https://www.dramanotebook.com/plays-for-kids/fairy-tale-plays-2/

A large collection of free plays based on fairy tales, including three different versions of Hansel and Gretel.

Metropolitan Opera: Hansel and Gretel, Excerpt from “The Witch’s Ride”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sf7ieZzy2-g
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ONLINE

act/scene
Acts and scenes are ways of categorizing sections of operas. An act is a large-scale division of an opera, 

and each opera will typically include from two to five acts. Acts can be subdivided into scenes, which 

are often differentiated by a change in setting or characters. 

adagio
Literally “at ease,” adagio is a tempo marking that indicates a slow speed. An adagio tempo marking 

indicates that the performer should play in a slow and leisurely style.

allegro
Italian for “cheerful” or “joyful,” Allegro is the most common tempo marking in Western music, indicating 

a moderately fast to quick speed. 

aria
A song for solo voice accompanied by orchestra. In opera, arias mostly appear during a pause in dramatic 

action when a character is reflecting musically on his or her emotions. Most arias are lyrical, with a 

tune that can be hummed, and many arias include musical repetition. For example, the earliest arias 

in opera consist of music sung with different stanzas of text (strophic arias). Another type of aria, da 

capo arias, became common by the eighteenth century and feature the return of the opening music 

and text after a contrasting middle section. Nineteenth-century Italian arias often feature a two-part 

form that showcases an intensification of emotion from the first section (the cantabile) to the second 

section (the cabaletta).

articulation
The smoothness or hardness with which a note is begun and ended. Articulation is a way of indicating 

the degree to which each note connects to the next, and can be seen while watching the bow of a 

stringed instrument player. A note can be attacked sharply and made short, or it can flow smoothly 

into the next note. 

baritone
Literally “deep sounding,” a baritone is what a typical male voice sounds like—the term refers to a male 

singer with a low but not extremely low vocal range. A baritone will sing notes that are higher than 

those sung by a bass and lower than those sung by a tenor. Uncommon until the nineteenth century, 

baritone roles have grown in popularity in opera since the works of Verdi, who often reserved the 

voice type for villains.

baroque
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1600 to 1750. The beginning of the Baroque period 

coincides with the invention of opera as a genre, and its end coincides with the death of the composer 

Johann Sebastian Bach. The Baroque period saw the rise of modern tonality, an expansion of performing 

forces, and increased ornamentation. The term “baroque” means bizarre or exaggerated, and was 

used by critics in the Eighteenth century critics who preferred a simpler and less-ornamented style.

GLOSSARY
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bass
The lowest sounding line in music. Bass also refers to the lowest singing range for the male voice. Opera 

composers often choose a bass voice to sing one of two opposite types of roles: comic characters or dramatic 

and serious characters. For example, Mozart and Rossini wrote comic parts for bass voice, using musical 

repetition and low register for comic effect. Wagner and Mozart wrote serious parts for bass voice, focusing 

on the gravity that a low register can contribute to the overall musical texture.

bel canto
Referring to the Italian vocal style of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, bel canto singing empha-

sizes lyricism and ornamentation in order to showcase the beauty of the singer’s voice. Its focus on lyrical 

embellishment directly contrasts with a contemporary Germanic focus on a weighty, dramatic style. Bel canto 

singing is most closely associated with the music of Gioachino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini, and Gaetano Donizetti. 

cadenza
An ornamented musical elaboration played in a free style by a soloist to display his or her virtuosity. Cadenzas 

are typically improvised—that is, created by a performer on the spot—though they can also be written out 

in advance. They most frequently occur near the end of a piece, at a point of harmonic tension when the 

piece is about to conclude. 

chorus
 A section of an opera in which a large group of singers performs together, typically with orchestral accompa-

niment. Most choruses include at least four different vocal lines, in registers from low to high, with multiple 

singers per part. The singers are typically from a particular group of people who play a certain role on 

stage—soldiers, peasants, prisoners, and so on. Choruses may offer a moral or commentary on the plot, or 

participate in the dramatic action. 

Classical
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1750 to 1830, bordered by the earlier Baroque period 

and the later Romantic period. Contrasting with the ornamentation common to the preceding Baroque 

period, Classical music is characterized by simple and elegant melodies, regular harmonic accompaniment, 

and contrasts between melodic themes. The composers most closely associated with the Classical period 

include Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven.

coloratura
A rapid and elaborate ornamentation by a solo singer, particularly common in operas of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Requiring vocal agility and a wide and high range, coloratura showcases the virtuosity 

of a singer by featuring repeating melodic figures, rapid scales, trills, and other embellishments.

conductor
The person who directs the orchestra, setting the tempo, giving interpretive directions to the musicians, 

and generally holding all the musical elements of a performance together. In orchestra performance, the 

conductor typically stands on a podium in front of the players and uses a baton to communicate the meter 

and tempo, and his or her non-baton hand to indicate dynamics, phrasing, and articulation to the musicians. 

The gestures of a conductor can be likened to a non-verbal language that the musicians understand.
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contralto
A deep female voice, with a vocal range that extends lower than that of a mezzo-soprano. Contraltos are 

known for having a very wide range and for the power and depth of sound with which they can sing. As is the 

case for roles for basses, many of the earliest roles in opera for contraltos are comic roles, though nineteenth-

century composers also wrote dramatic roles for female singers with a lower range.

crescendo
A gradual raising of volume in music achieved by increasing the dynamic level. When music crescendos, 

the performers begin at a softer dynamic level and become incrementally louder. One of the most famous 

types of crescendos in opera, the Rossini crescendo, includes an increase in volume together with repeating 

melodic and rhythmic phrases, higher instrumental registers, and the gradual addition of instruments in 

order to create a particularly dramatic effect.

diminuendo
A gradual lowering of volume in music achieved by decreasing the dynamic level. During a diminuendo, the 

performers begin at a louder dynamic level and become incrementally softer. 

dynamics
A musical trait pertaining to loudness and softness. During the eighteenth century, composers began indicating 

their desired intensity of volume in music by writing words such as piano (soft) and forte (loud) into the 

musical score. Dynamics encompass a spectrum from pianissimo (very soft) to piano (soft) to mezzo piano 

(moderately soft), all the way up to fortissimo (very loud). Music can shift to another dynamic level either 

suddenly or gradually, through a crescendo or diminuendo.

ensemble
A musical piece for two or more soloists, accompanied by orchestra. Types of ensembles include duets (for 

two soloists), trios (for three soloists), and quartets (for four soloists). Sometimes singers will respond directly 

to one another during an ensemble. At other times, singers will each sing to themselves as if the other singers 

were not on stage. In ensembles, multiple characters may simultaneously express very different emotions 

from one another.

finale
The last portion of an act, a finale consists of several musical sections that accompany an escalating dramatic 

tension. Finales frequently consist of multiple ensembles with different numbers of characters. When it 

occurs at the end of an early act in the opera, a finale may create a messy situation—and the resolution of 

this situation will only happen in subsequent acts. One type of finale common in comic operas, a chain finale, 

features characters entering or exiting from the stage to create unexpected combinations of characters, in 

turn increasing the opera’s dramatic tension.

forte
Meaning “loud” or “strong” in Italian, forte is a dynamic level in music that indicates a loud volume. Adding 

the suffix “-issimo” to a word serves as an intensifier—since forte means “loud,” fortissimo means “very loud.”
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harmony
The simultaneous sounding of pitches to produce chords, and the relationship between different chords as they succeed 

one another. Throughout much of Western music, systems of rules govern these progressions to help create our sense 

of musical tension, expectation, and conclusion. Tonal harmony is based on progressions of chords in relationship to a 

tonic (or home) key. In the 19th century, as composers sought novel sounds to reflect the originality of their invention, 

they began to employ chords and progressions of greater dissonance and greater distance from the home key. As such 

dissonances moved beyond mere sound effects into the musical structure itself, the traditional theory of tonal harmony 

began to become insufficient as a way to understand and describe musical structure. 

intermission
A break between acts of an opera. At the beginning of an intermission, the curtain will fall (that is, close) on stage, 

and the lights in the auditorium, called the house lights, will become brighter. Intermissions provide audiences with a 

chance to walk around, talk with one another, and reflect on what they have seen and what could happen next. The 

break in the performance may also correspond with a change of time or scene in the story of the opera—the next act 

may take place hours or months later, or be set in a different location. Usually lights will dim and a bell may sound to 

indicate that the intermission is drawing to a close and the opera is about to resume.

legato
A type of articulation in which a melody is played with smooth connection between the notes. A legato passage does 

should not include any pauses between notes or any accents at the beginnings of notes, as the notes blend into one 

another without a break. In contrast, a passage that is played staccato features notes played in a separated manner.

Leitmotif
From the German for “leading motive,” a leitmotif is a recurring musical idea, or motive, that represents a particular 

person, object, idea, emotion, or place. This musical idea is usually a few seconds in length and can occur in the music’s 

melody, harmony, rhythm, or a combination of the three. Leitmotifs are most closely associated with the operas of 

Richard Wagner, where they are used repeatedly throughout the opera to provide unity; they also less frequently appear 

in operas of other composers, including Giuseppe Verdi and Richard Strauss.

libretto
The text of an opera, including all the words that are said or sung by performers. Until the early eighteenth century, 

a composer would frequently set music to a pre-existing libretto, and any given libretto could thus be set to music 

multiple times by different composers. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, collaboration between the 

author of the libretto, known as the librettist, and the composer became more frequent. Some opera composers, most 

notably Richard Wagner, are known for writing their own text. 

maestro
A title of respect used to address a conductor. The term is often applied to conductors with several decades of experi-

ence. However, performers often use this honorific when addressing the conductor. 
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melody
A succession of pitches that form an understandable unit. The melody of a piece consists of the tune that 

a listener can hum or sing. During arias, the singer will usually sing the main melody, though other instru-

ments may play parts of the melody. Sometimes, such as during ensembles, multiple melodies can occur 

simultaneously. 

mezzo-soprano
A female voice with a range between that of a contralto and soprano. A mezzo-soprano’s voice is slightly 

deeper than that of a soprano, so mezzo-sopranos are often cast in supporting roles as older women, including 

nurses, confidantes, or maids.

opera buffa
A term applied to Italian comic operas from the mid-eighteenth through mid-nineteenth centuries. The plot 

of an opera buffa often features scenes and characters from everyday life and addresses a light or sentimental 

subject, concluding with a happy ending. 

opera seria 
An eighteenth- or nineteenth-century Italian opera employing a noble and serious style. The plot of an opera 

seria often upholds morality by presenting conflicting emotions such as love versus duty, or by modeling 

enlightened rulers. 

operetta
Featuring spoken dialogue, songs, and dances, an operetta is a short theatrical piece. Shorter in duration 

than operas, operettas typically feature a light subject matter, incorporate melodies composed in a popular 

style, and feature spoken dialogue. Most popular from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth 

century, the genre is the precursor of the American musical.

ornamentation
An embellishment to the melody, rhythm, or harmony of music, intended to make a melody more expressive 

or ornate. Ornamentation can be either indicated through symbols written into the music or improvised by 

the performer. 

overture
 An instrumental piece that occurs before the first act as an introduction to an opera. After the conductor 

enters the orchestra pit and takes a bow, the music for the overture begins. Most overtures are a few minutes 

in duration, and set the mood for the opera—even featuring musical themes that will occur later in the opera.

piano
Abbreviated p in a musical score, piano indicates a soft dynamic level. Musicians may achieve a piano sound 

by using less bow, less air, or less force. In opera, soft music will often correspond with emotions of sadness 

or moments in the plot when a character is reflecting on a course of action or emotional state. Pianissimo is 

“very soft,” and can be so quiet that an audience may need to listen carefully in order to discern its melody 

and harmony.
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pitch
The quality of a musical sound corresponding to its perceived highness or lowness. Scientifically, pitch can be measured 

as the number of vibrations (or repetitions) of a sound wave per second, which is called its frequency. A sound with a 

low frequency, like a bass drum, will sound low and have a low pitch, while a sound with a high frequency, like a siren, 

will sound high. 

prima donna
Meaning “first lady” in Italian, the prima donna is the leading female role in an opera. The term may apply to the role or 

to the singer herself, who usually sings in the soprano register and is the star of the show. Since the nineteenth century, 

the term has also been applied to a singer of any gender with a self-centered and demanding personality.

recitative
A type of vocal writing between speech and song that imitates the accents and inflections of natural speech. Composers 

often employ recitative for passages of text that involve quick dialogue and the advancement of plot, since the style 

allows singers to move rapidly through a large amount of text. Recitative may be accompanied either by keyboard or 

by the whole orchestra.

rhythm
Rhythm refers to the way music unfolds over time; it is a series of durations in a range from long to short. Along with 

pitch, it is a basic and indispensable parameter of music. Rhythm is perceived in relation to an underlying beat and within 

the context of a meter. Western musical notation indicates to the performer the exact duration of each note or rest. 

Romantic
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1830 to 1900. Beginning in literature and later adopted by 

composers, romanticism reflected a newfound focus on individuality, nature, and emotional extremes. Music from the 

Romantic period often explores music’s redemptive power, focusing on the sublimity of nature, love, and the mysterious. 

Composers began to experiment with shortening and lengthening the standard forms and durations of musical works, 

and also added more expressive harmonies to convey the originality of their musical vision.

score
The complete musical notation for a piece, the score includes notated lines for all of the different instrumental and 

vocal parts that unite to constitute a musical composition. In an opera orchestra, the conductor follows the score during 

rehearsals and performances, while each performer follows his or her individual part. 

Singspiel
Literally “sung play,” a Singspiel is an opera with spoken dialogue. Singspiels are typically in German and are from the 

Classical or early Romantic eras. The plot of a Singspiel is usually comic in nature, and its music may include songs, 

choruses, and instrumental numbers that are separated by spoken dialogue.

solo
A piece, musical passage, or line for a lone singer or other performer, with or without instrumental accompaniment. The 

most common type of solo in opera is the aria, which is composed for a single voice with orchestral accompaniment. 
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soprano
The highest singing range for the female voice. Roles composed for soprano singers are typically among the 

leading roles in the opera and require soprano singers to show off their virtuosic flexibility and range. 

tempo
Literally “time” in Italian, tempo refers to the speed of a piece of music. Tempo is indicated in a score by a variety 

of conventional (often Italian) words—such as allegro, adagio, vivace, moderato, grave, and many more—that 

not only provide direction on the composer’s desired rate of speed, but also carry associations of gesture and 

character. For instance, vivace indicates not only a brisk speed but also a lively spirit. Additional tempo markings 

may indicate when a composer asks for a section of music to be sped up (such as “accelerando”) or slowed down 

(such as “rallentando”).

tenor
The highest natural male vocal range. By the nineteenth century, the tenor had become the most common vocal 

range for male leading roles in operas. Tenor roles often feature high-pitched notes for male voice in order to 

showcase the singer’s range and power. A related voice type is the countertenor, with a range above that of a 

tenor and similar to that of a contralto.

theme/motive
Themes are the melodic ideas that are musical building blocks for a piece. A theme is often recognizable as a 

distinct tune and may reappear in its original form or in altered form throughout the piece. A motif (or motive) 

is a brief musical idea that recurs throughout a musical work. Motives can be based on a melodic, rhythmic, or 

harmonic component, and their repetition makes them recognizable to the listener. In opera, musical motives 

are often symbolically associated with specific characters or dramatic ideas. 

timbre
Pronounced TAM-bruh, a French word that means “sound color.” It refers to the complex combination of charac-

teristics that give each instrument or voice its unique sound. Just as we can recognize each other by the differ-

ences in our speaking voices, operatic singing voices are distinguishable by their unique timbres. Listeners can 

also identify orchestral instruments by their timbre without being able to see them. The creative combination 

of different instrumental timbres is one of the artistic aspects of orchestration.

trill
A rapid alternation between two pitches that are adjacent to one another. Trills are a type of ornamentation, 

serving to embellish the melodic line, and appear regularly within coloratura passages. Trills also may appear 

near the end of a piece in order to prolong the musical tension before the music concludes.

verismo
A movement in Italian theater and opera in the late 19th century that embraced realism and explored areas of 

society previously ignored on the stage: the poor, the lower-class, and the criminal. Its characters are driven 

by passion to defy reason, morality, and the law. In order to reflect these emotional extremes, composers of 

verismo opera developed a musical style that communicates raw and unfiltered passions. Musically, verismo 

operas react against the forced ornamentation of the bel canto style and instead emphasize a more natural 

setting of the text to music. Before its exploration on the operatic stage, the verismo aesthetic first developed 

within the realm of literature.
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THE MERRY WIDOW: M Y HIGHS & LOWS

December 15, 2017
Conducted by Donald Runnicles
Reviewed by   

THE STARS:                                       STAR POWER                     MY COMMENTS

Lisette Oropesa as Gretel     *****

Tara Erraught as Hansel     *****

Dolora Zajick as Gertrude     *****

Quinn Kelsey as Peter                              *****

Gerhard Siegel as the Witch                              *****

THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

Dancing in the kitchen

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5         1-2-3-4-5

The mother arrives

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

The mother reflects on the difficulties of her life

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

The father tells a story about a wicked witch

My opinion of this scene:                        1-2-3-4-5      1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Musical interlude: “The Witch’s Ride”

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Hansel and Gretel pick berries and get lost in the woods 

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5
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The Sandman 

My opinion of this scene    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

Hansel and Gretel’s dream

My opinion of this scene:    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

The Dew Fairy wakes them up

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

A house made of cake

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

The old woman invites them in

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

 “Hocus pocus”

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

The witch cooks

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Hansel and Gretel push the witch into the oven

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

The gingerbread children come back to life

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Everybody celebrates the end of the witch

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5


