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The Metropolitan Opera's production of Hansel and Gretel, the same as Portland 
Opera’s upcoming production.   

 

���
�   
In Hansel and Gretel’s house, Hansel 
complains he is hungry. Gretel shows him 
some milk that a neighbor has given for the 
family’s supper. The children dance. Their 
mother returns and wants to know why they 
have gotten so little work done. She 
accidentally spills the milk and chases the 
children out into the woods to pick 
strawberries.  

Their father, a broom-maker, returns home 
drunk. He brings out the food he has 
bought, then asks where the children have 
gone. The mother tells him that she has 
sent them into the woods. He tells her about 
the Witch who lives there and says that the 
children are in danger. They go out into the 
woods to look for them. 

���
��


Hansel picks strawberries. The children 
hear a cuckoo singing and eat the 
strawberries. Soon they have eaten every 
one. In the sudden silence of the wood, 
Hansel admits to Gretel that he has lost the 

way. The children grow frightened. The 
Sandman comes to bring them sleep, 
sprinkling sand over their eyes. The children 
say their evening prayer. In a dream, they 
see 14 angels. 

���
��� 
� 

 
The Dew Fairy comes to waken the 
children. Gretel wakes Hansel, and they see 
the gingerbread house. They end up in the 
Witch’s kitchen. The Witch decides to fatten 
Hansel up and casts a spell on him. The 
oven is hot. Gretel breaks the Witch’s spell 
and sets Hansel free. When the Witch asks 
her to look in the oven, she pretends she 
doesn’t know how to: the Witch must show 
her. When the Witch peers into the oven, 
the children shove her inside and shut the 
door. The oven explodes. The gingerbread 
children come back to life. The mother and 
father find the children, and all express 
gratitude for their salvation. �  
 
      
 —Courtesy Welsh National Opera 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



�	
�
��	�
�
������	
�
��	�
�
������	
�
��	�
�
������	
�
��	�
�
�����
 



�	��� �
�
!�"��
��	��#�
$����
��	���
�	��� �
�
!�"��
��	��#�
$����
��	���
�	��� �
�
!�"��
��	��#�
$����
��	���
�	��� �
�
!�"��
��	��#�
$����
��	���

 




Gustav Humperdinck, 
Engelbert's father  

Gertrud Humperdinck, 
Engelbert's mother   

 
"At first I thought I should be a second Beethoven; presently I found that to be another Schubert 

would be good; then gradually, satisfied with less and less, I resigned to be a Humperdinck."  
 

~~Engelbert Humperdinck 
 

December must 
have been a magical 
month for Engelbert 
Humperdinck.  So 
many of his life-
altering events seem 
to have landed in 
December around 
Christmas time.  
Hansel and Gretel, 
upon which his 

legacy is based (rather unfairly, given the 
amount of other lovely music he wrote), 
opened on December 23, 1893 and 
continues to be traditionally performed at 
this time.  He proposed to his wife at 
Christmas, prepared Wagner’s Symphony in 
C for the great man himself in December, 
met the librettist for what was to be his 
second most popular opera in December—
over and over December pops up as a 
seminal time for the composer.  
 
Despite the auspiciousness of December for 
Engelbert Humperdinck, he was born on 
September 1, 1854.  A good education was 
deeply valued, as his father was a school 
master.  As part of a solid, middle class 
education in the 19th century, he began 
piano lessons at 7 years old, and 
precocious and talented, wrote his first 
piano duet for himself and his teacher the 
same year.  At 13, he was taken to his first 
opera, which opened his eyes to his own 
passions and he responded immediately 
with two Singspiele, Perla and Claudine von 
Villa Bella.  During elementary and high 
school, he occasionally sang in the church 
choir and continued his youthful autographs.  
He seems to have loved voices, for most of 
his youthful work (and indeed the great bulk 
of his compositions) were for voice.  At 17, 
he wrote a “hymn of jubilation” for chorus 
and orchestra and an Ave Maria for tenor.  

Clearly the child was talented and devoted 
to his muse, but like many concerned 
parents throughout history, his parents were 
suspicious of music as a career and urged 
him to study architecture.  While pursuing 
architecture, Humperdinck somehow came 
to the attention of composer Ferdinand 
Hiller, who so 
admired the boy’s 
talent that he 
prevailed upon his 
parents to enroll 
him at the Cologne 
Conservatory under 
Hiller’s tutelage.  
There he studied, in 
addition to 
composition, the 
cello, piano and 
organ.  Later he 
would continue his 
composition studies 
in Munich.   
 
Humperdinck excelled in his studies, and 

his initial style 
was patterned on 
Mendelssohn and 
Schumann.  He 
was awarded 
several 
prestigious 
awards, the 
watershed of 
which was the 
Mendelssohn 
Prize in 1879, 
which allowed him 
to travel 

throughout Italy.  In and of itself, this was a 
grand opportunity, but it also led to his 
meeting Richard Wagner in person.  The 
previous year, he had heard the Ring Cycle, 
which changed the way he viewed 



Adelheid Wette   

Hedwig Humperdinck, nee Taxer 

composition.  His meeting with Wagner 
opened the door to a personal friendship 
which lasted until the older composer’s 
death.  Wagner invited the young 
Humperdinck to Bayreuth to aid him with the 
preparation of his new opera Parsifal.  
Humperdinck eagerly made the trip and 
spent his time creating copies of the score 
and training the boys’ choir.  In addition, he 
was given the opportunity to write some of 
Parsifal—a few bridging bars, which were 
removed by Wagner after the first 
performance.   
 
Humperdinck’s infatuation with Wagner’s 
music was of great concern to friends who 
admired the young composer’s lighter 
touch.  They worried that the burden of the 
“Music of the Future” would stifle 
Humperdinck’s own inspiration.  
Humperdinck replied wryly that he would 
rather “give up originality if it meant he could 
write choruses like those in Parsifal.”   
 
Humperdinck’s friends had reason to fear.  
As Humperdinck became more involved 
with Wagner, his family and his music, 
Humperdinck’s own music suffered.  He 

wrote little to nothing.  
After Wagner’s death, 
Humperdinck still felt 
his shadow, and for 
another seven years 
wrote no stage works.  
During this time he 
taught at a number of 
universities 
throughout Europe, 
wrote some 
orchestral pieces, 
studied, and met 
Richard Strauss in 

1885.  He edited and arranged music and 
wrote criticism, but his own genius remained 
stubbornly dormant.  By 1889, he was once 
again within the Wagner family circle as the 
private tutor to Wagner’s son, Siegfried.  He 
continued to work as a guest conductor and 
bide his time.  
 
Eventually, he returned to Berlin, where his 
sister and her family lived.  Adelheid Wette 
was a writer who wrote little plays and 
poems for her children to perform for the 

family.  In 1890, he agreed to set some of 
her poetry for an adaptation of the familiar 
fairy tale Hansel and Gretel for her children.  
He started with four songs.  By September, 
he was collaborating in earnest with his 
sister on a more ambitious Singspiel.  Now 
36, he presented the finished score for this 
family entertainment as an engagement gift 
to future wife Hedwig Taxer.  It was 
Christmas Day.  In January, at the family’s 
encouragement, he began to orchestrate it 
and, with Adelheid, flesh out the slender 
story into an opera.  The following 
Christmas Hedwig received the first draft of 
an opera score.   
 
1893 was proving to be a very busy year for 
Humperdinck.  He 
had married in 
May of 1892 and 
welcomed his first 
child, a son, in 
April the following 
year.  He was 
working hard as 
critic, teacher, 
husband and 
father and had 
little time to 
orchestrate what 
would become his 
masterpiece.  
Finally, in September it was done.  Strauss 
declared it “a masterpiece of the highest 
quality … all of it original, new and so 
authentically German.”  It was Strauss who 
conducted its premiere.  The seemingly 
organic, unpretentious, utterly natural score 
was an immediate and complete success.  
The Germans had little use for the 
bloodthirsty Italian verismo school of opera 
roiling its way through Europe, and 
Humperdinck’s opera seemed just the thing 
to continue the Wagnerian tradition without 
belaboring that which was wearying in 
Wagner. Hansel and Gretel rapidly made its 
way throughout Germany, with four new 
productions in 1894.   
 
At the end of the year, Humperdinck was 
approached by Heinrich Porges to compose 
incidental music for Königskinder, a fairy-
tale play by Porges’ daughter.  Later, 
Humperdinck adapted it again into a 



Humperdinck and his children   

melodrama and it marked the first 
appearance of Sprechgesang*, which 
Schoenberg would use much more 
extensively in Pierrot Lunaire, as would 
fellow German Expressionist Berg in 
Wozzeck and Lulu.  Not that Königskinder 
sounds a bit like Berg!  The melodrama was 
completed and enthusiastically received in 
1897.  Its subsequent revision as an opera 
in 1910 was just as successful, if not more.  
It even overshadowed Puccini’s La fanciulla 
del West in its New York premiere! 
 
Other stage works followed and though 
none was as successful as Hansel and 
Gretel, all were happily received by the 
public.  In 1912, Humperdinck suffered a 
stroke, which paralyzed his left hand, 
though otherwise he recovered nicely.  Four 
years later, he lost his wife Hedwig, which 
further weakened his indifferent health.  He 
lived to see his son successfully direct his 
first opera, Der Freischütz, but sadly, during 
the second performance had a heart attack, 
dying not long after.  His obituaries were 
universally complimentary, and he was 
buried on October 1, 1921 in Stahnsdorf. 
 
Not much information is available about 
Engelbert Humperdinck.  There is no 
English-language biography dedicated to 
him, and precious few German-language 
biographies.  His son wrote a memoir about 
him, published in 1965.  Most mentions of 
Humperdinck are in connection to his music; 
his use of leitmotifs or his introduction of 
Sprechgesang, for instance.  His 
contemporaries describe him as rather 
retiring, viewing fame as “a necessary evil 
accompanying greatness.”  And that his 
audiences regarded him as great is not an 
overstatement.  Humperdinck’s work was 
respectfully and enthusiastically received 
and critics were generous and lavish in their 
praise of his music, even if posterity is, with 
the grand exception of Hansel and Gretel, 
not.  Modern critics, upon careful listening to 
his other opera scores, blame the inferior 
texts as their failing and not their music.  It 
is perhaps telling that his personality was 
“honest [and] straightforward” and that he 
                                                 
*a vocal style intermediate between speech and 
singing but without exact pitch intonation. 

“had no enemies,” for his librettos were 
almost universally the work of friends and 
family.  Perhaps his warmth and 
enthusiastic support for his loved ones’ work 
doomed most of his own.   But his gift for 
melody and gorgeous, ripe orchestrations is 
rife throughout Hansel and Gretel.  While 
his work is definitely Wagnerian, he never 
becomes trapped by Wagner’s tendency to 
allow the orchestra to tell his story; rather, 
Humperdinck always allows the voice and 
the rippling tunes that are so eminently 
hummable and unforgettable to tell his tale.  
But he also was a master at atmospherics, 
an incomparable tone painter.  It is entirely 
possible that, had Humperdinck managed to 
be born a generation later, we would have 
said his 
name in the 
same breath 
with Bernard 
Herrmann, 
Erich 
Korngold, 
and even 
John 
Williams, 
who himself 
owes a 
great deal to 
Wagner! 
 
Despite the 
seemingly 
stunted 
output of 
this brilliant 
composer 
who so 
definitively represented the musical zeitgeist 
of his time and place, we remember him.  
Humperdinck has left us a legacy of hope 
and faith, honesty of intent and a happy 
ending—a lovely winter surprise (despite its 
summer setting), that is no less surprising 
for its familiarity.  We can all be grateful for 
Hansel and Gretel. 
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Ludwig Richter, 1894 illustration 

 
 “Fairy Tales are more than true; not because they tell us that dragons exist, but because they 

tell us that dragons can be beaten.” 
 

—G. K. Chesterton 
 
In 1890, Adelheid Wette approached her 
older brother, a composer, to set some 
trifling songs she had written for a little play 
she intended for her daughters to perform 
as family entertainment.  Her gracious 
brother obliged and wrote the tune, “Brother 
come and dance with me, both my hands I 
offer thee,” a tune so fresh, so original and 
yet so familiar that his 
family, utterly 
charmed and 
delighted, urged him 
to write more.  Soon 
Engelbert 
Humperdinck and his 
sister Adelheid were 
collaborating (much 
as their protagonists 
Hansel and Gretel) 
on a Singspiel, which 
eventually evolved 
into a full-blown 
opera.  Its popularity 
in Germany was 
extraordinary, and it 
made its way to 
England within a few 
short years, and to 
the United States 
shortly after that. 
Hansel and Gretel 
became the first 
opera broadcast in its 
entirety over radio (in 
1923, from Covent 
Garden), and then 
became the first ever live Metropolitan 
Opera Broadcast in 1931.  The opera filled 
a great need for those who loved the 
chromatic orchestrations of Wagner, but 
had overdosed on his conceits.  For them, 
Humperdinck, with his lush symphonic 
language and unaffected melodies, was the 
perfect antidote. 

 
During the Victorian Era in which 
Humperdinck found himself writing, a 
number of things were happening.  
Nationalism continued its rise throughout 
Europe, with a particular interest in the 
development of idioms that were “authentic” 
to the mother country, whatever that 

happened to be.  
With this interest 
also came the 
recognition and 
idealization of 
childhood as a 
distinct period in 
human 
development, a 
rather new 
phenomena in the 
history of humanity.   
Taken together, 
increased interest 
in folklore and fairy 
tales makes sense, 
as does the 
bowdlerization of 
those fairy tales for 
the nursery. 
 
Although the terms 
“folk tales” and 
“fairy tales” are 
often used 
interchangeably, 
there is actually a 
difference between 

them.  Folk tales emerge from an oral 
tradition, with authors who are often 
unknown, lost to time.  Fairy tales have a 
literary tradition and belong to a singular 
author.  Sometimes, despite their best 
intentions, collectors of folk tales end up 
creating fairy tales, as did 18th century 
French author Charles Perrault.  During the 



Ludwig Bechstein  

early 19th century, Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm began collecting German folk tales 
by inviting storytellers into their home and 
carefully recording what they were told.  In 
1810, they published their collection of 
stories in Children’s and Household Tales, 
which included “Hansel and Gretel,” 
“Sleeping Beauty,” “Snow White,” and “Little 
Red Riding Hood,” all of which are familiar 
to us today, although not perhaps in their 
original versions!  The Grimm stories were, 
well, rather grim.  Bloody justice was meted 
out, unmitigated by Christian kindness.  
They weren’t necessarily really for children 
after all.  Later versions of these tales, still 
published by the Grimm brothers, prettied 
up some of the more gristly details.  And by 
the time Humperdinck’s little sister Adelheid 
was looking about for a story to adapt for 
her children to perform, the unvarnished 
Grimm version of “Hansel and Gretel” was 
already deemed inappropriate for children.  
At least for the romanticized innocence of 
the Victorian child.    
 
Fortunately for Adelheid, she didn’t have to 

start from 
scratch 
modifying the 
unremittingly 
dark tale 
herself.  In 
their own 
childhoods, 
Adelheid and 
Engelbert had 
not read 
Grimm’s 
version of 
Hansel and 
Gretel, but 
Ludwig 
Bechstein’s 

version from a collection of bowdlerized 
Grimm fairy tales, which Disney-fied the 
tales long before Disney.  Bechstein’s 
childhood was so miserable and cruel that 
he viewed fairy tales as “sacred,” “spiritual,” 
and “popular moral philosophy.”  He 
“Christianized” the stories, eradicating 
unnecessary (or unnecessarily gory) deaths 
and gratuitous violence and often overlaid 
them with more mercy.  Bechstein’s Hansel 
and Gretel, and therefore Humperdinck’s, 

did two very important things, which are 
specific to Bechstein’s background.  First, in 
the original version of the Grimm fairy tale, 
the children’s father is convinced, by his 
wife and their mother, to abandon the 
children.  This accurately reflects the story’s 
medieval roots, when the Four Horseman 
stalked Europe, and child abandonment and 
infant exposure were not uncommon for 
starving households.  The Grimms later 
softened this to a “stepmother,” who felt free 
to destroy her husband’s children because 
they had no blood relation to her.  Bechstein 
mollified these “bad mother” figures into a 
harried, impoverished and desperate 
biological mother.  He himself had been 
fostered and longed to expunge the taint of 
evil from the role of the adoptive or “step” 
parent, for as he himself said: 
 

“Among the thousands of children who 
get their hands on books of fairy tales, 
there must be the so-called 
‘stepchildren.’  When such a child—after 
reading many a fairytale in which 
stepmothers appear [and appear 
uniformly evil]—feels that it has been 
somehow injured or insulted … by its 
own stepmother, then that young person 
makes comparisons and develops a 
strong aversion to his guardian which … 
disturbs the peace and happiness of the 
entire family.” 

 
Second, instead of a terrifying, red-eyed 
cannibal of a witch, Bechstein envisions a 
rather amiable (at least at first) and 
humorous witch.  She still wants to eat the 
children in the most literal way, but seems 
much less threatening than the haggard, 
peering monstrosity of Grimm.  Adelheid 
further subdued the appalling aspects of a 
cannibalistic old woman by magically 
transforming her victims into gingerbread 
boys and girls, a fate reversed by her own 
death and transformation into a giant 
cookie.   
 
A last change shared with Bechstein and 
expanded upon by Humperdinck is the role 
of religion.  Bechstein’s and Humperdinck’s 
siblings were deeply faithful, assured that 
“When need is at its height, the Lord God 
stretches forth His hand.”  In the opera, 
when they find themselves lost, the children 



1899 illustration of Hansel and Gretel by 
William de Leftwich Dodge   

The Wette daughters as Hansel and Gretel. 

share a prayer familiar to German children 
at the time, quoted from a 14th-century 
child’s tombstone:  “When at night I go to 
sleep, fourteen angels watch do keep …” 
 
In sanitizing the Grimm tale, Humperdinck 
and Adelheid Wette created just the middle 
class family entertainment so missing from 
the prurient bloodiness of the new verismo 
operas electrifying audiences throughout 
Europe.  But in doing so, both they and 
Brechstein may have lost something 

elemental in the original folk tale—indeed to 
all folk tales.  Gustav Ferdinand 
Humperdinck, Engelbert’s and Adelheid’s 
father, wondered aloud at it, “I find the 
Grimm version preferable.”   
 
The old fairy tales are bloodthirsty and 
violent, but they also address the primal 
thoughts and fears of children.  They teach 
that real danger and betrayal can be 
overcome.  The gruesome outcomes that 
befall the “bad guy” in the stories appeal to 
the particularly intense need for “justice” 
children feel.  To paraphrase Tolkien:  
children prefer justice to mercy.  Mercy is a 
grown-up conceit.  It is the grown-up who 
knows he needs mercy.  So folk tales fulfill 
that dark need for each villain to get his/her 
comeuppance.  It is no accident that so 
many folk tales deal with similar themes: 
hunger, poverty, bad mothers, being eaten, 
losing one’s way.  These are universal 
fears, the stuff of nightmares.  Some 
directors are revisiting the darker aspects of 
Hansel and Gretel, choosing to emphasize 
the more troubling aspects of the original 
story.  In doing so, they are more in keeping 
with the dark traditions of the flickering, fire-
lit storytelling of the folk tales’ origins.  That 
Humperdinck’s opera provides room and 
space for such an examination marks it, as 
Strauss said, a “masterpiece of the highest 
quality.” 
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Frontispiece to original Kinder und Hausmärchen   

The 
Brothers 
Grimm 
were 
Jacob 
Ludwig 
Carl and 
Wilhelm 
Carl 
Grimm, the 
eldest 
brothers in 
a family of 

five.  They are credited with originating the 
scientific study of folklore and so were the 
first “folklorists”.  While they devoted their 
lives to literary and scholarly pursuits, their 
most famous contribution were several 
volumes published between 1812-1822, 
entitled Kinder – und Hausmärchen, which 
can be translated to mean Children’s and 
Household Tales.  More commonly in 
English, they are simply, Grimm’s Fairy 
Tales.   
 
What is most 
remarkable 
about these 
stories is how 
they were 
written down 
and catalogued.  
There are 200 
stories, 
compiled from 
mostly oral 
sources.  The 
stories are not 
really “cleaned 
up” or rewritten 
to fit societal 
mores, but presented basically as is, 
although sometimes the Grimms would take 
stories with multiple versions and mix and 
match some elements and motifs of the 
stories to make them read more 

consistently.  These versions have since 
become definitive.  According the 
Encyclopedia Britannica,  
 

“The great merit of Wilhelm Grimm is 
that he gave the fairy tales a readable 
form without changing their folkloric 
character.  The results were threefold:  
the collection enjoyed wide distribution 
in Germany and eventually in all parts of 
the globe (there are now translations in 
70 languages); it became and remains a 
model for the collecting of folktales 
everywhere; and the Grimms’ notes to 
the tales, along with other 
investigations, formed the basis for the 
science of the folk narrative and even of 
folklore.” 

 
The contributions of Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm to Germanic language and literature 
are immense.  In addition to their fairy tales, 
Wilhelm collected heroic legends from the 
6th to 16th century and compiled them in a 
book titled The German Heroic Tale, and 
Jacob created a huge work on Germanic 

grammar, which 
traced the 
common 
ancestry of 
Germanic 
languages, 
mapping for the 
first time their 
roots to a 
common 
source.  The 
last of their 
works, which 
remained 
unfinished at 
their deaths and 

required countless contributors and another 
100 years to complete, was a massive 
dictionary of the German language, each 
word definition included their historical 
variations and etymology.   
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Comenius, published as 
frontispiece to The Visible World in 
Pictures, 1659 

In a world where the Harry Potter books are 
a certifiable phenom, with readers from 5-
105 years old, it seems impossible to 
imagine a literary world in which there was 
no literature written specifically for children, 
to be co-opted by adults—but there was.  
Children’s literature as a genre and a 
business is a fairly recent development in 
historical terms, laying roots in the late 17th 
century and truly beginning to bloom in the 
second half of the 18th century. 
 
Many of the fairy and folk tales that we now 
consider the province of children were 
originally intended for adults, but 
appropriated by children as their own.  This 
appropriation also extended to fanciful 
novels intended for adults but appealing on 
a number of levels; novels like Gulliver’s 
Travels and Robinson Crusoe automatically 
spring to mind.  It seems singularly odd that 
books for children, with all of their potential 
for intellectual stimulation and tutorial 
qualities, should have arrived so very late 
on the scene, but much of this neglect 
stems from the attitude towards children 
historically.  
 
For most of history, children were not seen 
as “children”—a separate, quantifiable and 
legitimate state of being, completely “other” 
than adult—but as sort of a larval form of an 
adult: nurtured and loved, undoubtedly, but 
viewed in relation to their function within the 
larger society.  Looking at children in this 
light, the child is a liability, contributing little 
and consuming much, until the child is 
mature enough and strong enough to 
participate in adult society.  A child’s value 
was in his/her adult potential.  In the stories 
and poetry of the ancients, the child does 
not exist as a character, but rather as set 
dressing, props for adult action.   
 
Up into the Renaissance this continues—
the historical invisibility of children.  Then in 
1659, a Moravian teacher named Comenius 

published a book which can be translated 
as The Visible World in Pictures, an 
educational picture book produced with the 
heretofore unknown concept that children 
should read and be taught through books 
which were 
designed for 
them because 
they were 
NOT little 
adults.  It 
would take 
another 100 
years to truly 
absorb and 
exploit this 
simple truth. 
 
As with so 
very many 
good ideas, it 
was the 18th 
century 
Enlightenment 
that allowed 
the child an 
identity of his 
own and sprouted so many methods of 
educating him.  The emergence of the child 
as individual was precipitated by a good 
many things, most significant of which were 
the expansion of women’s roles and rights 
(unlike other literary genres, children’s 
books were for many years written primarily 
by women); the interest taken in Nature and 
how things develop prevalent in the work 
and philosophies of John Locke and, more 
importantly, Rousseau; the Romantic 
movement, with its focus on innocence, 
purity and passion; and finally an interest, 
pioneered by Charles Perrault and the 
Brothers Grimm, in collecting and codifying 
each nation’s folk tales. Solidifying all was 
the entrepreneurial spirit of such publishers 
as John Newbery.   
 



Charles Perrault 1 

The Grimm Brothers 1 

Newberry is introduced to one of his 
illustrators   

While the French 
publisher Charles 
Perrault 
contributed to 
children’s 
literature greatly 
with his 
publication of 
Tales of Mother 
Goose, published 
in 1697, he did 
not truly intend it 
for children.  Nor 

did the Brothers Grimm, with their 
extraordinary collections of German folk 
tales actually intend their work for a child’s 
reading pleasure.  No, it was truly up to the 
English and later the Americans to develop 
as a stand alone genre books written, 
published and marketed explicitly for 
children. 
 
England did not really jump on the child 
book bandwagon until 1744 when John 
Newbery published and marketed A Little 
Pretty Pocket Book.  Prior to that time, 
books for children were limited to lesson 
books.  But there was an underground, 
popular literature embraced by people 
(though not by the Church or the 
government) which was adopted by 
children—tales of Aesop, folk tales, 

romances, adventure, animal stories, tales 
of Robin Hood, all published in cheap 
chapbooks, available on the streets from 
itinerant sellers of all types.  What changed 
was the development of a middle class, with 

the leisure and wealth to appreciate 
something more.   
 
In 1744, John Newbery, patent medicine 
hawker, publisher, editor and bookseller, 
recognized an unexplored market:  middle 
class children.  He compiled a hodgepodge 
of children’s games, folk tales and nursery 
rhymes, hired good artists to illustrate it, 
bound it and published A Pretty Little Pocket 
Book.  He then marketed it with a toy 
option—either a ball or a pincushion.  
Children’s literature as a genre was born. 
 
From then on the genie could not be pushed 
back into the lamp.  Many “instructional” 
books were written—beloved by parents, 
less enthusiastically embraced by children.  
Not many of them survive, with the possible 
exception of the moralizing The Water-
Babies by Charles Kingsley.  There are 
those works that were written to enjoy and 

improve, which survive:  The Secret 
Garden, Little Lord Fauntleroy, The Little 
Princess, all classics by Francis Hodgeson 
Burnett, which despite their somewhat 
lecturing tone at times, continue to interest; 
and the poetry of Ann and Jane Taylor, 
responsible for such childhood delight as 
“Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” in 1806.  
There then came books written simply to 
please:  Alice in Wonderland, Mary Poppins, 
Wind in the Willows, and The Bad Child’s 
Book of Beasts to name but a handful. 
 
Today, with the advent of less and less 
expensive methods of printing and 
publication, the world of children’s books 
and literature is an exponentially expanding 
horizon of picture books, novels, poetry and 
short stories which charm, entertain and 
divert children of all ages. 
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HARD BY a great forest dwelt a poor wood-
cutter with his wife and his two children. The 
boy was called Hansel and the girl Gretel. 
He had little to bite and to break, and once 
when great dearth fell on the land, he could 
no longer procure even daily bread. Now 
when he thought over this by night in his 
bed, and tossed about in his anxiety, he 
groaned and said to his wife: "What is to 
become of us? How are we to feed our poor 
children, when we no longer have anything 
even for ourselves?" "I'll tell you what, 
husband," answered the woman, "early to-
morrow morning we will take the children 
out into the forest to where it is the thickest; 
there we will light a fire for them, and give 
each of them one more piece of bread, and 
then we will go to our work and leave them 
alone. They will not find the way home 
again, and we shall be rid of them." "No, 
wife," said the man, "I will not do that; how 
can I bear to leave my children alone in the 
forest--the wild animals would soon come 
and tear them to pieces." "O, you fool!" said 
she, "then we must all four die of hunger, 
you may as well plane the planks for our 
coffins," and she left him no peace until he 
consented. "But I feel very sorry for the poor 
children, all the same," said the man. 

The two children had also not been able to 
sleep for hunger, and had heard what their 
step-mother had said to their father. Gretel 
wept bitter tears, and said to Hansel: "Now 
all is over with us." "Be quiet, Gretel," said 
Hansel, "do not distress yourself, I will soon 
find a way to help us." And when the old 
folks had fallen asleep, he got up, put on his 
little coat, opened the door below, and crept 
outside. The moon shone brightly, and the 
white pebbles which lay in front of the house 
glittered like real silver pennies. Hansel 
stooped and stuffed the little pocket of his 
coat with as many as he could get in. Then 
he went back and said to Gretel: "Be 
comforted, dear little sister, and sleep in 
peace, God will not forsake us," and he lay 
down again in his bed. When day dawned, 
but before the sun had risen, the woman 

came and awoke the two children, saying: 
"Get up, you sluggards! We are going into 
the forest to fetch wood." She gave each a 
little piece of bread, and said: "There is 
something for your dinner, but do not eat it 
up before then, for you will get nothing 
else." Gretel took the bread under her 
apron, as Hansel had the pebbles in his 
pocket. Then they all set out together on the 
way to the forest. When they had walked a 
short time, Hansel stood still and peeped 
back at the house, and did so again and 
again. His father said: "Hansel, what are 
you looking at there and staying behind for? 
Pay attention, and do not forget how to use 
your legs." "Ah, father," said Hansel, "I am 
looking at my little white cat, which is sitting 
up on the roof, and wants to say good-bye 
to me." The wife said: "Fool, that is not your 
little cat, that is the morning sun which is 
shining on the chimneys." Hansel, however, 
had not been looking back at the cat, but 
had been constantly throwing one of the 
white pebble-stones out of his pocket on the 
road. 

When they had reached the middle of the 
forest, the father said: "Now, children, pile 
up some wood, and I will light a fire that you 
may not be cold." Hansel and Gretel 
gathered brushwood together, as high as a 
little hill. The brushwood was lighted, and 
when the flames were burning very high, the 
woman said: "Now, children, lay yourselves 
down by the fire and rest, we will go into the 
forest and cut some wood. When we have 
done, we will come back and fetch you 
away." 

Hansel and Gretel sat by the fire, and when 
noon came, each ate a little piece of bread, 
and as they heard the strokes of the wood-
axe they believed that their father was near. 
It was not the axe, however, but a branch 
which he had fastened to a withered tree 
which the wind was blowing backwards and 
forwards. And as they had been sitting such 
a long time, their eyes closed with fatigue, 
and they fell fast asleep. When at last they 



Hansel and Gretel meet the Witch.  By Andrew Rackham 

awoke, it was already dark night. Gretel 
began to cry and said: "How are we to get 
out of the forest now?" But Hansel 
comforted her and said: "Just wait a little, 
until the moon has risen, and then we will 
soon find the way." And when the full moon 
had risen, Hansel took his little sister by the 
hand, and followed the pebbles which 
shone like newly-coined silver pieces, and 
showed them the way. 

They walked the whole night long, and by 
break of day came once more to their 
father's house. They knocked at the door, 
and when the 
woman opened it 
and saw that it was 
Hansel and Gretel, 
she said: "You 
naughty children, 
why have you slept 
so long in the 
forest--we thought 
you were never 
coming back at all!" 
The father, 
however, rejoiced, 
for it had cut him to 
the heart to leave 
them behind alone.  

Not long afterwards, there was once more 
great dearth throughout the land, and the 
children heard their mother saying at night 
to their father: "Everything is eaten again, 
we have one half loaf left, and that is the 
end. The children must go, we will take 
them farther into the wood, so that they will 
not find their way out again; there is no 
other means of saving ourselves!" The 
man's heart was heavy, and he thought: "It 
would be better for you to share the last 
mouthful with your children." The woman, 
however, would listen to nothing that he had 
to say, but scolded and reproached him. He 
who says A must say B, likewise, and as he 
had yielded the first time, he had to do so a 
second time also. 

The children, however, were still awake and 
had heard the conversation. When the old 
folks were asleep, Hansel again got up, and 

wanted to go out and pick up pebbles as he 
had done before, but the woman had locked 
the door, and Hansel could not get out. 
Nevertheless he comforted his little sister, 
and said: "Do not cry, Gretel, go to sleep 
quietly, the good God will help us." 

Early in the morning came the woman, and 
took the children out of their beds. Their 
piece of bread was given to them, but it was 
still smaller than the time before. On the 
way into the forest Hansel crumbled his in 
his pocket, and often stood still and threw a 
morsel on the ground. "Hansel, why do you 

stop and look round " said 
the father, "go on." "I am 
looking back at my little 
pigeon which is sitting on 
the roof, and wants to say 
good-bye to me," answered 
Hansel. "Fool!" said the 
woman, "that is not your 
little pigeon, that is the 
morning sun that is shining 
on the chimney." Hansel, 
however, little by little, threw 
all the crumbs on the path. 

The woman led the children 
still deeper into the forest, 
where they had never in 

their lives been before. Then a great fire 
was again made, and the mother said: "Just 
sit there, you children, and when you are 
tired you may sleep a little; we are going 
into the forest to cut wood, and in the 
evening when we are done, we will come 
and fetch you away." When it was noon, 
Gretel shared her piece of bread with 
Hansel, who had scattered his by the way. 
Then they fell asleep and evening passed, 
but no one came to the poor children. They 
did not awake until it was dark night, and 
Hansel comforted his little sister and said: 
"Just wait, Gretel, until the moon rises, and 
then we shall see the crumbs of bread 
which I have strewn about, they will show us 
our way home again." When the moon 
came they set out, but they found no 
crumbs, for the many thousands of birds 
which fly about in the woods and fields had 
picked them all up. 



The Witch checks to see how 
Hansel is fattening up.  By Andrew 
Rackham. 

Hansel said to Gretel: "We shall soon find 
the way," but they did not find it. They 
walked the whole night and all the next day 
too from morning till evening, but they did 
not get out of the forest, and were very 
hungry, for they had nothing to eat but two 
or three berries, which grew on the ground. 
And as they were so weary that their legs 
would carry them no longer, 
they lay down beneath a tree 
and fell asleep. 

It was now three mornings 
since they had left their 
father's house. They began 
to walk again, but they 
always came deeper into the 
forest, and if help did not 
come soon, they must die of 
hunger and weariness. When 
it was mid-day, they saw a 
beautiful snow-white bird 
sitting on a bough, which 
sang so delightfully that they 
stood still and listened to it. 
And when its song was over, 
it spread its wings and flew 
away before them, and they 
followed it until they reached 
a little house, on the roof of 
which it alighted; and when 
they approached the little 
house they saw that it was built of bread 
and covered with cakes, but that the 
windows were of clear sugar. "We will set to 
work on that," said Hansel, "and have a 
good meal. I will eat a bit of the roof, and 
you Gretel, can eat some of the window, it 
will taste sweet." Hansel reached up above, 
and broke off a little of the roof to try how it 
tasted, and Gretel leant against the window 
and nibbled at the panes. Then a soft voice 
cried from the parlor:  "Nibble, nibble, gnaw, 
Who is nibbling at my little house?"  

The children answered:  "The wind, the 
wind, the heaven-born wind," and went on 
eating without disturbing themselves. 
Hansel, who liked the taste of the roof, tore 
down a great piece of it, and Gretel pushed 
out the whole of one round window-pane, 
sat down, and enjoyed herself with it. 
Suddenly the door opened, and a woman as 

old as the hills, who supported herself on 
crutches, came creeping out. Hansel and 
Gretel were so terribly frightened that they 
let fall what they had in their hands. The old 
woman, however, nodded her head, and 
said: "Oh, you dear children, who has 
brought you here? Do come in, and stay 
with me. No harm shall happen to you." She 

took them both by the hand, and 
led them into her little house. 
Then good food was set before 
them, milk and pancakes, with 
sugar, apples, and nuts. 
Afterwards two pretty little beds 
were covered with clean white 
linen, and Hansel and Gretel lay 
down in them, and thought they 
were in heaven. 

The old woman had only 
pretended to be so kind; she was 
in reality a wicked witch, who lay 
in wait for children, and had only 
built the little house of bread in 
order to entice them there. When 
a child fell into her power, she 
killed it, cooked and ate it, and 
that was a feast day with her. 
Witches have red eyes, and 
cannot see far, but they have a 
keen scent like the beasts, and 
are aware when human beings 

draw near. When Hansel and Gretel came 
into her neighborhood, she laughed with 
malice, and said mockingly: "I have them, 
they shall not escape me again!" Early in 
the morning before the children were 
awake, she was already up, and when she 
saw both of them sleeping and looking so 
pretty, with their plump and rosy cheeks, 
she muttered to herself: "That will be a 
dainty mouthfull" Then she seized Hansel 
with her shriveled hand, carried him into a 
little stable, and locked him in behind a 
grated door. Scream as he might, it would 
not help him. Then she went to Gretel, 
shook her till she awoke, and cried: "Get up, 
lazy thing, fetch some water, and cook 
something good for your brother, he is in the 
stable outside, and is to be made fat. When 
he is fat, I will eat him." Gretel began to 
weep bitterly, but it was all in vain, for she 



was forced to do what the wicked witch 
commanded. 

And now the best food was cooked for poor 
Hansel, but Gretel got nothing but crab-
shells. Every morning the woman crept to 
the little stable, and cried: "Hansel, stretch 
out your finger that I may feel if you will 
soon be fat." Hansel, however, stretched 
out a little bone to her, and the old woman, 
who had dim eyes, could not see it, and 
thought it was Hansel's finger, and was 
astonished that there was no way of 
fattening him. When four weeks had gone 
by, and Hansel still remained thin, she was 
seized with impatience and would not wait 
any longer. "Now, then, Gretel," she cried to 
the girl, "stir yourself, and bring some water. 
Let Hansel be fat or lean, to-morrow I will kill 
him, and cook him." Ah, how the poor little 
sister did lament when she had to fetch the 
water, and how her tears did flow down her 
cheeks! "Dear God, do help us," she cried. 
"If the wild beasts in the forest had but 
devoured us, we should at any rate have 
died together." "Just keep your noise to 
yourself," said the old woman, "it won't help 
you at all." 

Early in the morning, Gretel had to go out 
and hang up the cauldron with the water, 
and light the fire. "We will bake first," said 
the old woman, "I have already heated the 
oven, and kneaded the dough." She pushed 
poor Gretel out to the oven, from which 
flames of fire were already darting. "Creep 
in," said the witch, "and see if it is properly 
heated, so that we can put the bread in." 
And once Gretel was inside, she intended to 
shut the oven and let her bake in it, and 
then she would eat her, too. But Gretel saw 
what she had in mind, and said: "I do not 
know how I am to do it; how do I get in?" 
"Silly goose," said the old woman. "The door 
is big enough; just look, I can get in myself!" 
and she crept up and thrust her head into 
the oven. Then Gretel gave her a push that 
drove her far into it, and shut the iron door, 
and fastened the bolt. Oh then she began to 
howl quite horribly, but Gretel ran away, and 
the godless witch was miserably burnt to 
death. 

Gretel, however, ran like lightning to Hansel, 
opened his little stable, and cried: "Hansel, 
we are saved! The old witch is dead!" Then 
Hansel sprang like a bird from its cage 
when the door is opened. How they did 
rejoice and embrace each other, and dance 
about and kiss each other! And as they had 
no longer any need to fear her, they went 
into the witch's house, and in every corner 
there stood chests full of pearls and jewels. 
"These are far better than pebbles!" said 
Hansel, and thrust into his pockets whatever 
could be got in, and Gretel said: "I, too, will 
take something home with me," and filled 
her pinafore full. "But now we must be off," 
said Hansel, "that we may get out of the 
witch's forest." 

When they had walked for two hours, they 
came to a great stretch of water. "We 
cannot cross," said Hansel, "I see no foot-
plank, and no bridge." "And there is also no 
ferry," answered Gretel, "but a white duck is 
swimming there; if I ask her, she will help us 
over." Then she cried:  "Little duck, little 
duck, dost thou see, Hansel and Gretel are 
waiting for thee? There's never a plank, or 
bridge in sight, Take us across on thy back 
so white. 

The duck came to them, and Hansel seated 
himself on its back, and told his sister to sit 
by him. "No," replied Gretel, "that will be too 
heavy for the little duck; she shall take us 
across, one after the other." The good little 
duck did so, and when they were once 
safely across and had walked for a short 
time, the forest seemed to be more and 
more familiar to them, and at length they 
saw from afar their father's house. Then 
they began to run, rushed into the parlor, 
and threw themselves round their father's 
neck. The man had not known one happy 
hour since he had left the children in the 
forest; the woman, however, was dead. 
Gretel emptied her pinafore until pearls and 
precious stones ran about the room, and 
Hansel threw one handful after another out 
of his pocket to add to them. Then all 
anxiety was at an end, and they lived 
together in perfect happiness. 
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12th century depiction of hunger, war, pestilence and death 

 
Most of us, especially those reading this, 
have rarely, if ever, been truly hungry.  We 
might be starving for dinner, but we have a 
reasonable assumption that dinner is going 
to come, even if we don’t know what it is 
going to be.  This is not true for many 
people in the United States, throughout the 
world and throughout time.  In Hansel and 
Gretel the themes of hunger and deprivation 
hold pride of 
place in the 
motivations of 
the characters, 
from (in the 
original folk tale) 
the 
abandonment of 
the children in 
the woods to 
the children 
greedily 
defacing the 
witch’s house 
by stuffing food 
in their mouths, 
to the children 
eagerly 
following the 
witch into her 
house for the 
promise of a 
“good meal,” to the witch herself preying 
upon small children in the wood.  Food and 
eating are an obsession with these 
people—and studies done in famine-
stricken areas support the behaviors of the 
characters in Hansel and Gretel, and, 
indeed, in many of the dark, old folk tales 
that in more prosperous times have been 
relegated to the nursery as fantasy and 
instructional entertainments  for recalcitrant 
children. 
 
Today it is popular to look at folk and fairy 
tales as portals to the vast, subterranean 
dark of the human psyche.  Bruno 
Bettelheim, in his fascinating and 

entertaining book The Uses of Enchantment 
interprets many of the most familiar fairy 
tales (including Hansel and Gretel) from a 
psychoanalytic point of view.  And for 
modern audiences in the comfort of offices 
and easy chairs, this is a perfectly legitimate 
way to gain insight and perspective on 
ourselves, and to lend new relevance to 
tales that have come down to us from 

darker, more 
desperate 
times. 
 
There are 
striking 
similarities 
among the 
folk tales 
collected by 
Charles 
Perrault, the 
Grimm 
brothers, and 
later, Andrew 
Lang.  The 
most 
prevalent 
themes 
seem, if one 
pays 
attention, to 

run throughout all of the stories:  poverty, 
hunger, fear, luck (good and/or bad) and 
death are all present.  There are orphans 
and stepparents and siblings; wild animals; 
vast, unknown forests; outlaws and 
brigands—all the stuff of good tales, and all 
very familiar real life struggles for the people 
who originally listened to these stories 
huddled by a tiny fire which barely 
illuminated the faces around it, let alone the 
immensity of the dark.  There was no need 
to interpret these stories.  This was life—
albeit with a (sometimes) happy-ish ending.  
Which wasn’t always the case in real life.  
But after all, this was an amusement. 
 



A victim of the famine caused by the Great Leap 
Forward of Mao Zedong in the 1959-61 

A victim of the famine in Sudan.  

In 1879, Cornelius Walford conducted a 
search of historical sources and concluded 
that between the years 1708 B.C.E. and 
1879 C.E. there had been 350 famines the 
world over.  In reality, there were 1,800 
famines in China alone, and from the 1st 
century to the middle of the 19th in England, 
France and Germany, the populace 
experienced famine in some region or 
another every two to three years.  In 
Eastern Europe and Russia, these 
conditions extended well into the 20th 
century.  According to a source from the 
Middle Ages, “In…1652 and 1653, the 
plague and famine had swept away whole 
counties, [so] that a man might travel twenty 
of thirty miles and not see a living 
creature…” 

 
In such a world Death raised his scythe 
often, and many families lost a mother or a 
father.  Folks remarried quickly, and often 
as not blended families with limited 
resources did not blend so well, and nothing 
tears a family apart so quickly or completely 
than famine.  During the Irish Potato 
Famine, a witness wrote, “I have seen 
mothers snatch food from the hands of their 
starving children, known a son to engage in 
a fatal struggle with a father for a potato.”  Is 
it so hard then to imagine child 
abandonment in the face of unrelenting 
hunger? 
 
Anthropologists and sociologists have 
studied famines across the world and have 
come up with an almost universal series of 
stages that societies in a famine situation go 

through.  First off, let us define famine.  “It is 
defined as a shortage of food so extreme 
and protracted as to result in widespread 
persisting hunger, notable emaciation…and 
a considerable elevation of community 
death rate.”  Famine is more than an 
individual or a family of individuals starving 
to death.  Famine has to be a great swath of 
the community starving so that society at 
large is affected.  In a famine, the initial 
shortage of food will result in the community 
pulling together, sharing resources and 
looking out for each other.  In the second 
stage, people will pull even closer to 
themselves; immediate family will share 
food, hide food when neighbors come over, 
eventually feeding only the immediate family 
unit.  As hunger progresses or is prolonged, 
as a function of the starving body, people 
become more irritable, then more lethargic, 
conserving energy for finding food.  Social 
and religious customs (especially those 
involving food) will be abandoned as 
starving people try to survive.  As food 
becomes even scarcer, members of the 
immediate family may stop being fed, often 
the oldsters first—they may be turned out of 
the house or just given less until less 
becomes nothing.  After the elderly, the 
children’s rations will be cut, or the children 
will be sold or 
abandoned to 
fend for 
themselves.  It 
is a shocking 
phenomenon 
to people who 
have never 
experienced 
famine to see 
this “growing 
tendency 
toward 
parental 
selfishness” 
that occurs 
after the initial 
parental 
selflessness 
of doing without for the children.  But both 
the individual and society change as the 
result of food deprivation.  These 
abandoned children will gang together and 
create bands which forage, steal and even 



do violence to subsist.  In 1922, 
anthropologists reported that 1,500,000 
children were abandoned to the countryside 
and drifted through the Russia searching for 
food.  Eventually, people don’t even have 
the energy to look for food and will huddle 
together and inch towards a silent death. 
 
Given the documented behavior of starving 
people, it is not hard to believe that Hansel 
and Gretel’s parents should seek to 
abandon them…and in some ways they are 
kinder than others might have been, giving 
them the last crusts of bread and building 
them a fire to fend off the night animals. For 
if humans were starving, often so were the 
wild animals, and wolves would not turn 
their nose up at orphans wandering the 
wilds.   
 
In the United States we have not suffered a 
major famine.  Even during the Dust Bowl of 
the 1930s, though individuals and families 
did not have enough to eat, most deaths 
were not starvation deaths.  There was food 
and the United States government was able 
to create programs to help the poorest of 
the poor farmers and ranchers of the 
Midwest.   More importantly, farmers 
learned valuable lessons about how to farm 
and graze their livestock to prevent such a 
catastrophic desertification again.  But that 
doesn’t mean that hunger and food 
insecurity doesn’t exist in the United States, 
and that it hasn’t or won’t get worse in the 

economic climate we now face.  In the U.S., 
food insecurity manifests itself when people 
struggle with having enough food for their 
household and, therefore have to cut back 
or skip meals on a frequent basis for both 
adults and children.  Most people who fall 
into this category, statistically speaking, are 
households led by single women, Hispanic 
and African American households, and 
those living below the poverty line.  Food 
banks have noticed an uptick in demand, 
and more families are taking advantage of 
government programs to subsidize the food 
that they are able to secure for themselves.  
In 2008, 49.1 million people lived in food 
insecure households, up from 36.2 million 
the previous year.  Anecdotally, 
organizations like Feed America see the 
problem worsening, and a Food Research 
and Action Center survey reported in 
January, 2010, that 1 in 5 American 
households ran out of money to buy food at 
least once during the previous year.   
 
It is shocking that a country as wealthy as 
the United States should have so many 
hungry people.  Hunger in children can 
effect school performance and physical 
development.  To discover more, or to find 
out what resources exist on a national level, 
visit the Food Research and Action Center 
website at frac.org.  For resources at a 
more local level, please visit 
oregonhunger.org.  No one should be 
hungry in the United States. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hungry and homeless in the United States  
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So….where does gingerbread come from?  
You wouldn’t think that it was an important 
question, but whole books have been 
written about the origins of gingerbread!  In 
brief, though, the term gingerbread at one 
time just referred to crystallized ginger.  
Ginger has been known since ancient Egypt 
and Greece, and prized for its medicinal 
properties—it was eaten to settle the 
stomach among other things.   
 
Ginger made its way to Europe in the 11th 
century with knights returning from the 
crusades.  Wealthy nobles’ cooks mixed the 
spice with breadcrumbs, rosewater and 
sugar until it formed a thick paste which 
could then be pressed into specially carved 
wooden forms which impressed the “cookie” 
with a pattern—sometimes an incredibly 
ornate pattern which would celebrate the 
coronation of a king, the death of a lord, or 
the glory of God.  If one could afford it, the 
faint outlines on the cookies might be 
brought out with edible gold dust, or, if one 
were of more modest means, white icing.  
As spices (and gingerbread has a lot of 
spices in it—cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamom 
and even anise in some recipes) became 
more affordable, more cooks could make 
gingerbread. 
 

Flour began to be used.  German cooks 
sweetened their lebkuchen with honey, and 
got so good at it that a whole guild in 
Nuremburg sprung up around gingerbread!  
It was so good that it was even used to pay 
taxes.  The English used syrup and brown 
sugar, and by the time it made its way to the 
United States in the 19th century, we used 
molasses. 
 
By the Middle Ages, gingerbread was being 
cut into heart and animal shapes with a 
small hole in the top and strung with a 
ribbon.  These fun little cookies were sold at 
fairs and given as love tokens.  Queen 
Elizabeth I is responsible for the first 
gingerbread men.  She had her skillful 
pastry chefs create gingerbread portraits of 
her most important guests and served to 
them for dessert at state banquets.  They 
were most impressed!   
 
The Christmas tradition of the gingerbread 
house comes to us from the Brothers 
Grimm.  With the publication of their version 
of Hansel and Gretel, German bakers 
popularized the hexenhauesle or “witch’s 
house.”  Of course it was decorated with 
sweet frosting, candies and rock sugar!  So, 
now you know! 

 
Want to try your hand at making a gingerbread man?   
Here is a terrific modern recipe, so you can save your bread crumbs for finding your way home.  
Just don’t forget about those darn birds!    
 
Hansel and Gretel’s Gingerbread Men 
 
Ingredients   

 1/2 cup margarine 

 1/2 cup sugar 

 1/2 cup molasses 

 1 egg yolk 

 2 cups sifted all-purpose flour 

 1/2 teaspoon salt 



 1/2 teaspoon baking powder 

 1/2 teaspoon baking soda  

 1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

 1 teaspoon ground cloves 

 1 teaspoon ginger 

 1/2 teaspoon ground nutmeg 
 

Directions 

1. In a large bowl, cream together the margarine and sugar until smooth. Stir in molasses 
and egg yolk. Combine the flour, salt, baking powder, baking soda, cinnamon, cloves, 
ginger, and nutmeg; blend into the molasses mixture until smooth. Cover, and chill for at 
least one hour. 

 
2. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees F (175 degrees C). On a lightly floured surface, roll the 

dough out to 1/4 inch thickness. Cut into desired shapes with cookie cutters. Place 
cookies 2 inches apart on ungreased cookie sheets. 

 
 
3. Bake for 8 to 10 minutes in the preheated oven, until firm. Remove from cookie sheets to 

cool on wire racks. Frost or decorate when cool. 
 
HELPFUL HINTS AND CONSIDERATIONS: 
 
Make sure that your dough is REALLY chilled.  This is a sticky dough to work with.  My 
recommendation is chill overnight—really.  You might feel like adding extra flour, but resist!  The 
flour will make your dough tough and “flour-y” tasting.  Use a pastry cloth on your board and a 
pastry sock on your rolling pin when you roll these guys out.  These cookies don’t rise much, so 
they don’t loose their shape and are fantastic to decorate.  DO have fun decorating them. 
 
Royal Icing  is a great decorating icing if you have a pastry bag to ice with.  It will dry hard and 
keep its shape while in storage.  Food coloring can of course be added, and this recipe will 
mortar your gingerbread house into a fortress.  It also tastes good! 

 
Ingredients 

 4 egg whites 

 4 cups sifted confectioners' sugar 

 1 teaspoon lemon extract 
 

Directions 

1. Beat egg whites in clean, large bowl with mixer at high 
speed until foamy (use only grade A clean, uncracked 
eggs). Gradually add sugar and lemon extract. Beat at 
high speed until thickened. NOTE: When dry, Royal Icing 
is very hard and resistant to damage that can occur 

during shipping/handling.  It will also dry out in the bowl quickly if it is uncovered.  Be 
sure to store your icing in an air tight container! 
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Engelbert 
Humperdinck…. 
not to be 
confused with 
Engelbert 
Humperdinck 

   
 

�  Cole Porter was born 
�  Tchaikovsky died 
�  Puccini’s Manon Lescaut opened  
�  Verdi’s Falstaff opened 
�  Henry Ford built his first car 
�  Hawaii proclaimed a republic 

 
 
 
 

 
�  That although the action of Hansel and Gretel takes place in the spring, it is 

most traditionally performed around Christmas time? 
�  That Hansel and Gretel was the first live Metropolitan Opera radio broadcast 

on Christmas Day 1931? 
�  That the only male voice scored in the Hansel and Gretel is the Father?  All of 

the other characters are sopranos or mezzo sopranos, regardless of the 
character’s gender.  More recently the role of the Witch is sometimes played 
by a tenor, although that was not the original intent. 

�   That pop singer Albert George Dorsey, popular in the 1960s and 70s, 
changed his name to Engelbert Humperdinck on the advice of his college 
roommate and later agent, because it was unlikely that anyone would forget 
that name? 

�  That composer Engelbert Humperdinck’s heirs subsequently sued Dorsey for 
co-opting his 
name…today in 
Germany and 
Austria, the pop 
singer is known 
simply as 
Englebert.  

�  That Oscar 
Nominated movie 
score composer 
Frederick Hollander 
studied composition with Engelbert Humperdinck? 

Henry Ford's first car  
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Aria  (ah-ree-ah) a solo song.  In opera, arias are often used to tell the audience what 
the character is thinking or feeling—like a monologue in plays 
 

Recitative (reh-chih-tah-teev) literally, “to recite.”  Lines that are sung rather than spoken, 
and forward the action of the story.  They are often followed by arias or 
ensembles which tell how the characters feel about the situation. 
 

Ensemble Group singing, or the group itself.  An ensemble can be a chorus of 50 or a 
duet—it just has to have more than one singer singing at the same time. 
 

Duet Two people singing together 
 

Trio Three people singing together 
 

Quartet Four people singing together 
 

Opera The plural form of the Latin word, opus, which literally translated means “work”.  
A play that is sung, usually with orchestral accompaniment 
 

Soprano The highest female voice.  Gretel is a soprano. 
 

Mezzo soprano The middle female voice—in a choir, a second soprano or first alto.   
The Mother is a mezzo soprano. 
 

Contralto The lowest female voice 
 

Tenor The highest male voice.  The Witch is a tenor. 
 

Baritone The middle male voice.  The Father is a baritone.. 
 

Bass The lowest male voice 
 

Trouser or 
pants role 

In some operas, a mezzo soprano plays a young man or a boy whose voice 
hasn’t changed yet.  This is a very old operatic convention.  Hansel is a pants 
role. 
 

Set Short for “setting”.  The scenery the singers/actors work on. 
 

Conductor The leader of the orchestra and singers.  Just like on a train, the conductor keeps 
everything on track. 
 

Props Short for “properties.”   Anything onstage that is not part of the set or the 
costumes. 



 
Join us for some of these exciting, informative events!  Your opera experience doesn’t have to begin with 
the downbeat or end with the curtain call!   
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One hour prior to every regular performance, join Portland Opera’s resident music historian, Bob 
Kingston, for an illuminating inside look at that evening’s (or afternoon’s!) performance!  This is a free 
event.  Just show up at the theater an hour prior to the performance and head on up to the first balcony.   
 

)�������)�������)�������)�������  
Directly following each of our performances, join General Director Christopher Mattaliano for a 
conversation about the performance—ask questions, give feedback—it’s an opportunity to decompress 
after a riveting performance and make a magical evening all the more memorable. 
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Join Education and Outreach Manager Alexis Hamilton and members of the Oregon Psychoanalytic 
Institute for a unique look at each of our operas—it is opera on the couch!  Each of our Destination Opera 
events is held at Sherman Clay Moe’s Pianos, NW 13th and Davis, at 7:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana 
 

October 1, 2010 Dr. Duane Dale 

Hansel & Gretel 
 

November 12, 2010 Dr. Nancy Winters 

Turandot 
 

February 11, 2011 Barbara Drinka, LCSW 

L’heure espagnole 
L’enfant et les sortileges 

April 8, 2011 Dr. Ralph Beaumont 
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Join chorus master, Rob Ainsley and members of the Portland Opera Studio for an delightful 
concert/lecture about each of our operatic gems.  All previews are held at the Central Library, downtown 
at 2:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana September 19, 2010 
Hansel and Gretel October 31, 2010 
Turandot January 30, 2011 
L’heure espagnole/L’enfant et les sortilèges March 27, 2011 
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Imbibe in the elixir of love!  Join Portland Opera To Go, Portland Opera’s education and outreach 
program for a 50 minute, English language version of Donizetti’s delightful comedy, The Elixir of Love.  A 
terrific way to introduce your whole family to the wonder of opera.  Cost is $5 for children under 12, $10 
for everyone else.  Shows are at the Hampton Opera Center, 211 SE Caruthers, Portland, Oregon 97214.  
For tickets please call 503-241-1802. 
 
Portland Opera To Go The Elixir of Love:  February 18, 2011, 7:00 pm, February 19, 2011, 1:00 pm & 
4:00 pm. 
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curricular connections—for the teacher  
 

aesthetics & art criticism 
 

�  After preparing with the Study Guide and attending student dress rehearsal of Hansel 
and Gretel have students write a review of the opera, noting how the music directly 
affects the emotional interpretation of the listener. 

 
�  Hansel and Gretel is based on a familiar fairy tale and adapted for the opera by 

Humperdinck and his sister Adelheid Wette.  Compare and contrast their two versions 
of the fairy tales.  Have older students go to Google Images and look for pictures of 
other productions of Hansel and Gretel.  Stage directors have a lot of control over how 
the audience perceives a story, by what they choose to emphasize, or how the show is 
costumed, or the sets designed.  Thinking of our production of Hansel and Gretel, what 
did the production emphasize?  What do you think it was trying to tell audiences? 

 

english, reading & writing 
 

�  After seeing Portland Opera’s production of Hansel and Gretel, have students write a 
journal entry or review of the show as a reflection. 

 
�  Write a sequel to Hansel and Gretel about what happens to the characters 5 years after 

the action of the opera.   
 

�  Using persuasive writing styles, create a new ending for the opera utilizing known 
character information to produce absolute change within one or more of the characters. 

 
�  Most operas are not original stories, but are based on plays or novels.  Have students 

chose a favorite story and write an opera libretto.  Remind them that they may have to 
streamline and/or simplify their story—it takes a lot longer to sing something than to say 
it.   Also remind them that their libretto will consist almost exclusively of dialogue.  After 
they have written their libretto, have them reflect on what they had to do to take a 
written story and make it work as a dramatic or musical one.  They can use poetry or 
not, as they wish. 

 

social science  
 

�  Folklorists know that the first literary (meaning written down) version of Hansel and 
Gretel came from the 17th century.  Most think that it is a much older story dating back 
to the 15th or 16th centuries.  Look at what was happening during the Middle Ages in 
Northern Europe.  What struggles did poor people during this time face?  

 

science  
  

�  People die in operas in astounding ways—stabbings, poisonings, tuberculosis, 
insanity—and as they are dying, they are usually singing!  Pick an operatic death.  
Research what would happen to the body during that death.  What systems are 
affected?  How does the body try to compensate?  Would someone really be able to 
sing?    



 
�  The voice is a combination of a wind instrument and a string instrument…air passing 

through the vocal cords creates a vacuum, pulling the vocal cords closed.  The cords 
then vibrate together and create sound.  Pitch is determined by the tension of the vocal 
cords—just like a violin or a guitar.  You can demonstrate this with a rubber band:  Wrap 
a rubber band around your fingers. Pluck it a few times. Can you see and feel the 
vibrations? The harder you pluck the rubber band, the more it will vibrate, creating a 
louder sound. If you stretch the rubber band, making it longer and thinner, what do you 
hear? (It will be a higher pitch.)  Have your students place their hands on their throats 
while speaking or singing at different pitches—have them feel the vibrations in their 
throats and their chests.  Explore sound waves. 

 

create, present, perform  
 

 
�  Obtain and make copies of the translation for the libretto for Hansel and Gretel.  Have 

students read the parts in a dramatic reading, infusing as much feeling and power into 
the words as possible.  The language may be awkward or embarrassing for some of the 
students—that’s okay, have them explore the reasons why.  Have them “translate” the 
libretto into their own language and perform that.  Then return to the original libretto.  
How does their perception of the language change—or not?  Do they think that music 
would effect how the lines would sound?   

 
�  Write a paragraph in the style of a news report.  As the reporter, give your two-minute 

spin on the performance or elements within the production for the class.  Make eye 
contact and speak clearly with attention to pronunciation and rate of speech. 

 
 
�  Have students break into groups and write their own “opera” using popular songs and 

stringing them together with dialogue.  Perform for the class. 
 
�  Sets and costumes play an ENORMOUS role in opera.  Design sets and costumes for 

an new version of Hansel and Gretel.  Costumes are rendered in color on paper and set 
designers often make dioramas of their set designs.  Keep in mind the symbolism 
possible in color and texture.  Remind students that drawings on paper would have to 
be translated into three dimensions and made practical.  How does that affect their 
designs?  Have them present their sets and costumes to the class pointing out their 
challenges and the possible symbolism of their choices.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


