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In Focus
Engelbert Humperdinck

Hansel and Gretel
Premiere: Court Theater, Weimar, 1893
Originally conceived as a small-scale vocal entertainment for children, Hansel
and Gretel resonates with both adults and kids and has become one of the most
successful fairy-tale operas ever created. The composer, Engelbert Humperdinck,
was a protégé of Richard Wagner, and the opera’s score is flavored with the
sophisticated musical lessons he learned from his idol while maintaining a
charm and a light touch that were entirely Humperdinck’s own. The folk tale
of the siblings who get lost in a dark forest and become captives of an old
witch is a classic of German literature, made famous in the collected stories
of the Brothers Grimm. The opera acknowledges the darker features present
in the Brothers Grimm version yet presents them within a frame of grace and
humor. Richard Strauss was delighted with Humperdinck’s score and conducted
the opera’s world premiere. Hansel and Gretel has been internationally popular
ever since and is one of the very few operas that can claim equal approval from
such diverse and demanding critics as children and musicologists.

The Creators
Engelbert Humperdinck (1854–1921) was a German composer who began his
career as an assistant to Richard Wagner at Bayreuth in a variety of capacities,
including tutoring Wagner’s son Siegfried. Humperdinck even composed a few
measures of orchestral music for the world premiere of Wagner’s Parsifal when
extra time was needed for a scene change. Hansel and Gretel was Humperdinck’s
first complete opera and remains the foundation of his reputation. The world
premiere of his opera Königskinder (also set in a fairy-tale world but featuring
an original story) took place at the Met and was one of the sensations of the
company’s 1910–11 season. Humperdinck’s sister Adelheid Wette (1858–1916)
wrote the libretto for Hansel and Gretel, basing it on the version found in the
Brothers Grimm collection of folk stories. Jacob (1785–1863) and Wilhelm (1786–
1859) Grimm were German academics whose groundbreaking linguistic work
revolutionized the understanding of language development. Today, they are
best remembered for editing and publishing collections of folk tales. British
director David Pountney (b. 1947), who provided the English translation for the
Met’s current production of Hansel and Gretel, has directed productions for
many of Europe’s leading opera houses and provided libretti for such composers
as Sir Peter Maxwell Davis.
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The Setting
The opera’s three acts move from Hansel and Gretel’s home to the dark forest to
the Witch’s gingerbread house deep in the forest. Put another way, the drama
moves from the real, through the obscure, and into the unreal and fantastical. In
this production by Richard Jones, which takes the idea of food as its dramatic
focus, each act is set in a different kind of kitchen, informed by a unique theatrical
style: a D.H. Lawrence-inspired setting in the first, a German Expressionist one in
the second, and a Theater of the Absurd mood in the third.

The Music
The score of Hansel and Gretel combines accessible charm with subtle
sophistication. Like Wagner, Humperdinck assigns musical themes to certain
ideas and then transforms the themes according to new developments in the
drama. The chirpy cuckoo in Act II is depicted by wind instruments, which become
increasingly frightening as night descends on the children lost in the forest. The
vocal parts also reflect this method. Unlike Wagner, however, Humperdinck uses
separate songs (with real folk tunes among them) within his scheme. In Act I, Gretel
tells her brother that God will provide for them, using a bouncy and naïve tune that
suggests a prayer a child might learn by heart but not fully understand. In Act II,
this becomes the children’s beautiful and heartfelt prayer, which then triggers the
magical dream sequence of guardian angels that closes the act. Similarly, Gretel’s
dance tune in Act I morphs into the father’s solemn prayer of thanksgiving for a
happy ending at the opera’s finale. The music, like the children, seems to grow up
over the course of the evening. The role of the Witch, written for a mezzo-soprano,
is sometimes (as in the present production) sung by a tenor.

Met History
Hansel and Gretel had its Met premiere in 1905 with the composer present and
was revived frequently during the holidays until 1916. A new production designed
by Joseph Urban debuted in 1927. Perhaps the most memorable of these
performances was on Christmas Day in 1931, when the opera was presented on the
radio, inaugurating the Met’s Saturday afternoon radio broadcasts, which continue
to the present day. The company retired the Urban production in 1948, and Hansel
was absent from the Met stage until a new production by Nathaniel Merrill opened
in 1967, featuring Rosalind Elias and Teresa Stratas in the title roles. In following
seasons, many memorable singers appeared in this popular production, including
sopranos Judith Blegen and Dawn Upshaw and mezzo-sopranos Tatiana Troyanos,
Frederica von Stade, and Jennifer Larmore. An especially diverse array of talent,
from Louise Homer in the opera’s first decade at the Met to the tenors Paul Franke,
Andrea Velis, and Philip Langridge, have performed the role of the Witch. The
current production originated at Welsh National Opera and was subsequently
seen in Chicago and San Francisco before being revised and reworked for the Met,
where it was first performed in 2007.
Visit metopera.org
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Program Note

I

n May of 1890, Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana had its premiere in Rome.
Two years later, Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci followed in Milan. Separately, or
in double harness—the Met first brought together Cav and Pag in 1893—
these two pieces swept the opera houses of the world. Inflamed passions,
violence, and verismo filled the lyric stage. And then, two days before
Christmas 1893, there appeared an alternative: Engelbert Humperdinck’s
Hansel and Gretel. As the influential music critic of the time, Eduard Hanslick,
put it: “To the brutal miniatures, already becoming tiresome, the strongest
possible contrast is—a children’s fairy tale. On the one side we have criminals,
suicides, betrayed lovers and couples; on the other, a little brother and sister
whose only pain is hunger and whose greatest pleasure is a candy bar—no
passion, no love story, no love intrigue. It is another world—and a better one.”
Ironically, as Hanslick realized, this innocent tale was composed by a musician
under the spell of the arch-sorcerer Richard Wagner, who, Hanslick believed,
had poisoned the pure fonts of lyric art. A thorough command of Wagner’s
technical apparatus underlies Hansel and Gretel. “The restless modulation …
the polyphonic texture of the accompaniment … the refined orchestral
effects—this is Richard Wagner to the core,” wrote Hanslick.
In 1879 Humperdinck, a brilliant, prizewinning young musician of 25, met
Wagner in Naples. Wagner invited him to Bayreuth to help in the preparation of
Parsifal, and a few measures of that score have been ascribed to Humperdinck.
(The transformation scene took slightly longer to stage than there was music for;
the assistant devised some extra measures, and Wagner approved of them.) In
1880, he wrote an orchestral piece, Humoreske, which had a certain success. But
he was not a prolific composer. After Bayreuth, he held various teaching posts,
including two years as a professor of theory at the Barcelona Conservatory, and
in 1890, Cosima Wagner engaged him to complete the musical education of her
son Siegfried. That same year, Humperdinck’s sister, Adelheid Wette, asked him
to compose some songs for a domestic entertainment she had written for her
children to perform. With mock-Wagnerian pomposity, this little drawing-room
play was presented as “A Nursery Dedicatory Festival Drama.” (Parsifal had
been a “Bühnenweihfestspiel”; Hansel was a “Kinderstuben-Weihfestspiel.”)
Now Humperdinck was looking for an opera libretto, and it occurred to
him that his sister’s play could be expanded to provide one. Thus Hansel and
Gretel came into being.
Fairy tales, as everyone knows, can be allegories of real life. Mozart’s Die
Zauberflöte is a fairy tale, and so is Richard Strauss’s Die Frau ohne Schatten.
(Wagner’s Ring cycle, for that matter, has episodes in common with Puss in
Boots and The Sleeping Beauty.) The Grimm fairy tale on which Hansel and
Gretel is based starts in a starkly realistic vein: “Times were hard. Work was
scarce, and food prices were high.” So, in order to have two mouths fewer to
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feed, Hansel and Gretel are taken out into the woods and abandoned there.
The gentle Adelheid Wette was shocked at such callous behavior and tried to
soften it. In her version, the mother comes home after a tiring and profitless
day. The children have been larking, not working. When, in a scuffle, the milk
jug is broken and the only nourishment in the house is spilt, she drives them
out into the forest to gather strawberries in a sudden, understandable burst
of temper and despair. In its own way, this first scene is also very realistic, and
there is more than a hint that the father, even though (or because!) his day has
been profitable, has been drinking on the way home. Poverty, hunger, cares
that have turned a mother’s love to harshness—all is set for a domestic tragedy.
But then Hansel and Gretel becomes an epic. Food may be a recurrent
preoccupation—for the parents, for the children, for the greedy old childeating Witch—but the theme is the outwitting of an ogress by two resourseful
and spirited children. The Witch, who has transformed her earlier little
victims into gingerbread, is a homely descendant of the enchantress Circe
in The Odyssey, who turned Odysseus’s companions into swine, and of the
enchantress Alcina in Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, who turned her admirers into
savage beasts. Many morals can be drawn from Hansel and Gretel—but not,
perhaps, the one that is sung out, maestoso, in its closing pages: “When in
need or dark despair, God will surely hear our prayer.”
The broad chorale makes a superb and moving musical close to the work—
but heaven has played no part in the rescue of Hansel and Gretel or their
awakening of the spellbound children. They are saved by their own wits. In
fact, heaven’s role is distinctly ambiguous. At the close of the forest scene, the
pious tots sing their evening prayer before settling down to sleep. Fourteen
angels appear to keep watch over them, and Humperdinck clothes the Dream
Pantomime in music of shining, ethereal beauty. But when day dawns, the
angel sentries are gone. They were as a dream. The children are left to face
the menace of the Witch.
Hansel and Gretel is a Wagnerian music drama with nursery subject matter.
When the milk jug is broken, the orchestral climax could accompany the
shattering of Wotan’s spear. The Witch’s Ride is like a Ride of the Valkyries,
but with broomsticks for mounts instead of magic horses. The shining Dream
Pantomime owes something to Lohengrin, and perhaps more to Parsifal. The
finale, the awakening of the children, is in effect an apotheosis and redemption.
There have been people disturbed by, and critical of, the application of
Wagner’s elaborate methods to so slight a tale. But most people have loved
Hansel and Gretel—loved it as children, and loved it perhaps even more as
adults. And they do so for two reasons. First, because they can still share in
the realities of its emotions. (The forest terrors that scare Gretel, in the second
scene, are kin to those that scare Mime in the Ring; anyone who has been alone
Visit metopera.org
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in a forest at night must know them.) And second, because the music is so
captivatingly beautiful. Humperdinck uses the same size orchestra as Wagner
in Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, but there is no heaviness in his handling
of it—only richness, warmth, delicacy, and (to quote the critic Robin Legge)
“once or twice, as in the twilit woodland scene with the cuckoo, a poetry more
enchanting than anything of the kind ever achieved by Wagner.”
—Andrew Porter

46

The Cast

Donald Runnicles
conductor (edinburgh, scotland)

and Gretel at the Met; Der Fliegende Holländer, Lohengrin, the world
premiere of Aribert Reimann’s L’Invisible, Elektra, Tannhäuser, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk,
Die Fledermaus, Un Ballo in Maschera, and Don Carlo at Deutsche Oper Berlin; Wagner’s
Ring cycle at San Francisco Opera; and concert appearances in the United States, Canada,
Australia, and Europe.
met appearances  Peter Grimes, Manon Lescaut, Die Walküre, Der Rosenkavalier, Le Nozze di
Figaro, Werther, Salome, Die Zauberflöte, Der Fliegende Holländer, and Lulu (debut, 1988).
career highlights  Since 2009, he has served as general music director of Deutsche Oper
Berlin, where his most recent performances include Wagner’s Ring cycle, Death in Venice,
Hänsel und Gretel, Tosca, Parsifal, and Così fan tutte. He has been music director of the
Grand Teton Music Festival since 2005 and principal guest conductor of the Atlanta Symphony
Orchestra since 2001. Between 1992 and 2008, he was music director of San Francisco Opera,
where he led the world premieres of John Adams’s Doctor Atomic and Susa’s Les Liaisons
Dangereuses. He was recently named conductor emeritus of the BBC Scottish Symphony
Orchestra, having served as its chief conductor from 2009 to 2016.
this season  Hansel

Tara Erraught
mezzo - soprano (dublin, ireland)
this season  Nicklausse/the Muse in Les Contes d’Hoffmann for her debut and Hansel in
Hansel and Gretel at the Met; Carlotta in Richard Strauss’s Die Schwiegsame Frau, Despina
in Così fan tutte, the Second Esquire and a Flower Maiden in Parsifal, and Alcina in Haydn’s
Orlando Paladino at the Bavarian State Opera; Stéphano in Roméo et Juliette in Barcelona;
and Rosina in Il Barbiere di Siviglia at Staatsoper Berlin.
career highlights  Since 2010, she has been a resident principal soloist with the Bavarian
State Opera, where her roles have included the title role of La Cenerentola, the Composer
in Ariadne auf Naxos, Kathleen Scott in the world premiere of Miroslav Srnka’s South Pole,
Susanna in Le Nozze di Figaro, and Sesto in La Clemenza di Tito, among many others. Recent
performances include Annio in La Clemenza di Tito in concert in Baden-Baden, Siébel in
Faust at the Salzburg Festival, and Cenerentola at Washington National Opera, the Vienna
State Opera, and in Hamburg. She has also sung Rosina in Hamburg and at the Vienna State
Opera, Octavian in Der Rosenkavalier at the Glyndebourne Festival, and Kitty in the world
premiere of Iain Bell’s A Harlot’s Progress in Vienna.
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Lisette Oropesa
soprano (new orleans , louisiana )

in Hansel and Gretel at the Met, Nannetta in Falstaff in concert in Paris,
the title role of Lucia di Lammermoor at Covent Garden and in Madrid, Konstanze in Die
Entführung aus dem Serail at the Bavarian State Opera, Euridice in Orfeo ed Euridice and
Gilda in Rigoletto at LA Opera, and Violetta in La Traviata in Venice.
met appearances  More than 100 performances of 15 roles, including Sophie in Werther,
Nannetta, Gilda, Miranda in The Enchanted Island, Susanna in Le Nozze di Figaro, Lisette in
La Rondine, the Dew Fairy in Hansel and Gretel, and a Woman of Crete in Idomeneo (debut,
2006).
career highlights  Recent performances include Norina in Don Pasquale at the Glyndebourne
Festival; Gilda at the Paris Opera, Dutch National Opera, and in Rome and Madrid; Ophélie in
Hamlet in Lausanne; Marie in La Fille du Régiment and Susanna at Washington National Opera;
Hébé and Zima in Rameau’s Les Indes Galantes at the Bavarian State Opera; Violetta at Opera
Philadelphia; Susanna at San Francisco Opera and New Orleans Opera; and Marie at Pittsburgh
Opera. She is a graduate of the Met’s Lindemann Young Artist Development Program.
this season  Gretel

Dolora Zajick
mezzo - soprano (salem, oregon)
this season  Gertrude in Hansel and Gretel and Azucena in Il Trovatore at the Met, Ulrica in Un
Ballo in Maschera in Barcelona, and Rosa Mamai in Cilea’s L’Arlesiana at Deutsche Oper Berlin.
met appearances  More than 250 performances, including as Mary in Der Fliegende
Holländer, Azucena (debut, 1988), Ulrica, Ježibaba in Rusalka, Amneris in Aida, the Countess
in The Queen of Spades, Adalgisa in Norma, Eboli in Don Carlo, Elvira Griffiths in the world
premiere of Tobias Picker’s An American Tragedy, and Marfa in Khovanshchina.
career highlights  She has appeared at many of the world’s leading opera houses and
festivals, including the Vienna State Opera, La Scala, Covent Garden, Lyric Opera of Chicago,
and in Paris, Verona, and Orange, among others. Recent performances include Mrs. Grose
in The Turn of the Screw at the Dallas Opera, Ulrica in Rome and at San Francisco Opera, a
performance of her composition Roads to Zion in Madrid, Verdi’s Requiem in Bilbao and
La Coruña, Azucena at Staatsoper Berlin and Opera San Antonio, and Madame de Croissy
in Dialogues of the Carmelites at Washington National Opera. In 2006, she founded the
Institute for Young Dramatic Voices
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Quinn Kelsey
baritone (honolulu, hawaii)
this season  Peter in Hansel and Gretel, Count di Luna in Il Trovatore, and Enrico in Lucia
di Lammermoor at the Met; the title role of Rigoletto at Lyric Opera of Chicago; Rodrigo in
Don Carlo at Washington National Opera; and Germont in La Traviata in Zurich.
met appearances  Marcello and Schaunard (debut, 2008) in La Bohème, Germont, and
Monterone in Rigoletto.
career highlights  Recent performances include Amonasro in Aida in Orange; Rigoletto at
the Hawaii Opera Theatre, San Francisco Opera, Paris Opera, and in Frankfurt and Zurich;
Count di Luna and Germont at Covent Garden; and Enrico at Lyric Opera of Chicago and
in Frankfurt. He has also sung Count di Luna at Lyric Opera of Chicago; Germont at the
Canadian Opera Company, San Francisco Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago, and in concert in
Seoul; Rigoletto at the Santa Fe Opera and English National Opera; the title role of Falstaff
at Japan’s Saito Kinen Festival; Sancho Panza in Don Quichotte at the Canadian Opera
Company; and Guido di Montforte in I Vespri Siciliani in Frankfurt. He was the 2015 recipient
of the Met’s Beverly Sills Artist Award, established by Agnes Varis and Karl Leichtman.

Gerhard Siegel
tenor (trostberg , germany)

Witch in Hansel and Gretel at the Met, Herod in Salome in Zurich and
at Staatsoper Berlin and the Hungarian State Opera, and Mime in Wagner’s Ring cycle in
Dresden.
met appearances  Herod, Mime (debut, 2004), and the Captain in Wozzeck.
career highlights  Recent performances include Midas in Richard Strauss’s Die Liebe der
Danae and the Captain at the Salzburg Festival; Herod at the Verbier Festival, Vienna
State Opera, and in Stuttgart; Mime in Budapest, Tokyo, and Odense, Denmark; Tristan
in Tristan und Isolde in Gelsenkirchen, Germany; and Bacchus in Ariadne auf Naxos at
the Vienna State Opera. He has also sung the Captain at Lyric Opera of Chicago, Covent
Garden, the Paris Opera, and in Stuttgart and Madrid; the Monk in Schoenberg’s Die
Jakobsleiter in Berlin; the Prince/Manservant/Marquis in Lulu in Amsterdam; Mime at
the Bayreuth Festival, Covent Garden, and in Barcelona and Cologne; the title role of
Lohengrin in Augsburg; the title role of Peter Grimes in Munich; Shuisky in Boris Godunov
at the Bavarian State Opera; Sellem in The Rake’s Progress in Vienna; Max in Der Freischütz
in Berlin; and Florestan in Fidelio in Granada.
this season  The
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Facilities and Services
THE ARNOLD AND MARIE SCHWARTZ GALLERY MET
Art gallery located in the South Lobby featuring leading artists. Open Monday through Friday,
6pm through last intermission; Saturday, noon through last intermission of evening performances.
ASSISTIVE LISTENING SYSTEM AND BINOCULARS
Wireless headsets, which work with the FM assistive listening system to amplify sound, are available at
the coat check station on the South Concourse level before performances. Binoculars are also available
for rental at the coat check station on the South Concourse level. The rental cost is $5. A major credit
card or driver’s license is required as deposit.
BLIND AND VISUALLY IMPAIRED
Large print programs are available free of charge from the ushers. Braille synopses of many operas are
available free of charge. Please contact an usher. Tickets for no-view score desk seats may be purchased
by calling the Metropolitan Opera Guild at 212-769-7028.
BOX OFFICE
Monday–Saturday, 10am–8pm; Sunday, noon–6pm. The Box Office closes at 8pm on non-performance
evenings or on evenings with no intermission. Box Office Information: 212-362-6000.
CHECK ROOM
On Concourse level (Founders Hall).
FIRST AID
Doctor in attendance during performances; contact an usher for assistance.
LECTURE SERIES
Opera-related courses, pre-performance lectures, master classes, and more are held throughout the
performance season at the Opera Learning Center. For tickets and information, call 212-769-7028.
LOST AND FOUND
Security office at Stage Door. Monday–Friday, 2pm–4pm; 212-799-3100, ext. 2499.
MET OPERA SHOP
The Met Opera Shop is adjacent to the North Box Office, 212-580-4090. Open Monday–Saturday,
10am–final intermission; Sunday, noon–6pm.
PUBLIC TELEPHONES
Telephones with volume controls and TTY Public Telephone located in Founders Hall on the Concourse
level.
RESTAURANT AND REFRESHMENT FACILITIES
The Grand Tier Restaurant features creative contemporary American cuisine, and the Revlon Bar offers
panini, crostini, and a full service bar. Both are open two hours prior to the Met Opera curtain time to
any Lincoln Center ticket holder for pre-curtain dining. Pre-ordered intermission dining is also available
for Met ticket holders. For reservations please call 212-799-3400.
RESTROOMS
Wheelchair-accessible restrooms are on the Dress Circle, Grand Tier, Parterre, and Founders Hall levels.
SEAT CUSHIONS
Available in the South Check Room. Major credit card or driver’s license required for deposit.
SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS
For information contact the Metropolitan Opera Guild Education Department, 212-769-7022.
SCORE-DESK TICKET PROGRAM
Tickets for score desk seats in the Family Circle boxes may be purchased by calling the Met Opera Guild
at 212-769-7028. These no-view seats provide an affordable way for music students to study an opera’s
score during a live performance.
TOUR GUIDE SERVICE
Backstage tours of the Opera House are held during the Met season on most weekdays at 3:15pm, and
on select Sundays at 10:30am and/or 1:30pm. For tickets and information, call 212-769-7028. Tours of
Lincoln Center daily; call 212-875-5351 for availability.
WEBSITE
www.metopera.org
WHEELCHAIR ACCOMMODATIONS
Telephone 212-799-3100, ext. 2204. Wheelchair entrance at Concourse level.
The exits indicated by a red light and the sign nearest the
seat you occupy are the shortest routes to the street. In the
event of fire or other emergency, please do not run—walk
to that exit.
In compliance with New York City Department of Health
regulations, smoking is prohibited in all areas of this theater.
Patrons are reminded that in deference to the performing
artists and the seated audience, those who leave the
auditorium during the performance will not be readmitted
while the performance is in progress.
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The photographing or sound recording of any
performance, or the possession of any device for such
photographing or sound recording inside this theater,
without the written permission of the management, is
prohibited by law. Offenders may be ejected and liable
for damages and other lawful remedies.
Use of cellular telephones and electronic devices for any
purpose, including email and texting, is prohibited in the
auditorium at all times. Please be sure to turn off all
devices before entering the auditorium.

