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As I’ve said, I scheduled this kids-oriented opera to 
coincide with summer vacations. Since school is out, 
those with grandchildren or great-grandchildren can seize 
the chance to give them a taste of the enjoyment to be 

derived from watching opera and bring them to this charming musical version 
of a Grimm Brothers’ fairy tale.   

The basic story is familiar to anyone who has ever read a children’s story to 
their kids. Hansel (Frederica von Stade) and Gretel (Judith Blegen) are 
brother and sister who are alone and lost in a dark forest.  There they find 
themselves in danger from the Wicked Witch (Rosalind Elias) who bakes 
children into gingerbread cakes in a large oven -- and then eats them.  But, 
don’t worry!  Hansel and Gretel are really good kids and end well. 

Even though the children first got themselves into this mess by misbehaving,  
this is a fairy tale, and everyone knows fairy tales always have happy endings.  
So we know Hansel and Gretel will come out okay in the end.  When they are 
caught by the Wicked Witch, we may get a little nervous.  But their quick  
thinking and bravery manage to turn the tables and beat her at her own game.  
(They are even able to rescue a bunch of other children who had been under 
the Wicked Witch’s spell!)   

Then we in the audience, especially the young ones, rejoice at the happy 
ending where all the children are rescued, including Hansel and Gretel and 
their parents, and everyone gives thanks for their deliverance. 

Runtime: 104 minutes • Filmed 1982 Metropolitan Opera  •  DVD released 2010 by 
Deutsche Grammophon • MPAA not rated • ASIN: B0038Q3UK 

Page �  of �1 4



That’s the plot in a nutshell.  Now here a few more details.  Hansel and Gretel 
have been home alone in their cottage in the middle of the forest, while their 
parents are both out working.  Being poor, there is little to eat in the house, 
and this morning, the children are even hungrier than usual.  Because their 
bellies are so empty, they and their pet cats have been searching for food 
everywhere in the house. In between, being children, they’ve also been fooling 
around.  But in the process, they have neglected their chores.   

When their Mother (Jean Kraft) arrives home, she scolds them for 
misbehaving, and as she chases them around the house, she accidentally 
knocks over the jug of milk which was to have been the family’s meager dinner 
that night.  So she angrily sends them out into the forest to pick strawberries 
to serve as their evening meal. 

Then, their Father (Michael Devlin), a broom-maker by trade, arrives home.  
He is in a good mood and he enters gaily singing “tra-la-la”.  He’s sold a lot of 
brooms today and used those extra earnings to bring home a big bag of food 
so the family could eat well tonight.  But his mood changes when he learns 
that Mother has sent the children out into the forest.   

First he is angry at her, and then he worries for the children’s safety.  Has their 
Mother forgotten that the Wicked Witch lives in the forest?  So both parents 
rush off into the forest to search for their children.   

Meanwhile,, the hungry kids have eaten the berries as they picked them.  
Night falls, and the berries are gone.  To make matters worse, they are unable 
to find their way home in the dark.  They’re lost!   

And, in the darkness, we see many strange and scary animals come out from 
hiding.  Of course, Hansel and Gretel are scared, but they help each other stay 
brave.  The Sandman (Diane Kesling) then arrives and sprinkles their eyes 
with sand, which makes them sleepy.  Then they fall asleep after saying their 
evening prayers in The Children’s Prayer (which most of us know it as “Now I 
lay me down to sleep”).  But we know they will be safe, for we see a Good 
Fairy fly down, followed by a host of angels who gather around the children.  
We hear the orchestra repeat the music of the Children’s Prayer as the host 
stand guard and protect the two children through the night. 

The next morning, before the sun comes up, the DewFairy (Betsy Norden) 
appears.  He sprinkles dewdrops into their eyes to awaken them.    Magically, 
the children find themselves before the house where the Wicked Witch lives.  
And it’s a very special house: it’s made entirely of candy and gingerbread.  
Though our two heroes are scared, they’re also hungry.  So they gather up 
their courage and pick a few morsels off the house and gobble them up.   
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The Wicked Witch appears.  She is green and ugly, and we can see at once 
that she’s mean.  She’s angry that the children have eaten parts of her house 
[wouldn’t you?] but her punishment is harsh. First she magically causes them 
to be rooted to where they stand.  Then, she forces Hansel into a cage and 
locks the door.  She tells Gretel she intends to fatten her brother up before 
baking him into a gingerbread cake and eating him for dinner. And she orders 
Gretel to sweep and clean her house. (Boy, she sure is mean.  No wonder she’s 
called the Wicked Witch!) 

But these are brave kids.  So when the Wicked Witch is looking the other way, 
Gretel steals her magic wand and uses it to free Hansel.  And,, when the Witch 
orders Gretel to look into the oven to see if it’s hot enough to bake Hansel in it, 
Gretel tricks her.   

She pretends that she doesn’t know how to do it and asks the Wicked Witch to 
show her how.  (You know what happens next.)  Annoyed at what she thinks is 
Gretel’s stupidity, the Wicked Witch opens the oven door and looks in herself.  
And while she is doing that, Hansel and Gretel sneak up behind her and 
together they push her into the oven and slam the door shut!    Hooray!!   
This makes us all, kids and grown-ups alike, clap loudly, for everyone is happy. 
Soon we see the oven getting hotter and hotter.  Then there’s a loud bang and 
a cloud of smoke.  When the smoke has cleared, we see that the oven has 
exploded!  Then, another magical event occurs.  We have already seen other 
animals running around the yard in front of the house, and as we guessed, 
they had once children over whom the Wicked Witch had cast a spell to change 
them into animals.  Now all those animals are all gone, and we see they’ve all 
been changed back into children. 

Naturally, they thank Hansel and Gretel for having saved them, and our heroes 
are happy for having been able to do that.  Their mother and father  arrive 
and, of course, they too are overjoyed to find their children alive. So there  is 
great jubilation and everybody celebrates. 

But wait, there’s more!  Remember when Hansel and Gretel had pushed the 
Wicked Witch into the oven?  Well, before the oven exploded, she had been 
baked into a huge gingerbread cake!  And not only that:  it’s big enough for 
everyone there to share and eat!  

Now everyone offers thanksgiving for Hansel and Gretel’s victory over the 
Wicked Witch and we watch the final curtain comes down on a stage filled with 
children.  As we watch that celebration, we think to ourselves:  isn’t this the 
best happy ending ever for a kid’s fairy tale?  
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SOME CLOSING COMMENTS 
The mere recital of the plot cannot begin to do justice to the charm of this 
opera.  It’s a children’s fairy tale, after all, which requires that the listeners be 
prepared to suspend their adult disbelief and view this tale just as an innocent 
child would.   

Today’s experience has been multiplied thru the magical pixie-like creatures 
dreamed up by scenic designer Maurice Sendak.  Gene and I hope that each of 
you, young and old, takes away a little of the feelings that Humperdinck 
intended to convey with his music and treatment of the plot, along with the 
added emotions provided by Sendak’s fantastic creations.   

NEXT WEEK 
Next Friday, July 21, we’ll be presenting another opera that will please small-
fry even more.  It’s Mozart’s whimsical and totally improbable fantasy “The 
Magic Flute”.  But you’ll see it in a special setting where the bird-catcher 
Papageno interacts with a group of children who comprise the audience as the 
plot moves forward.  It’s an altogether charming production that’s guaranteed 
to delight one and all.
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