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Nothing beats the excitement of live opera!
For more information on how your class
can attend a dress rehearsal at special 
student pricing, contact us by email at
education@edmontonopera.com 
or visit us online at
edmontonopera.com/discover/education

Special thanks to our education
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3

Education and Activity 
Guide Overview

This education and activity guide is designed for 
teachers, students, and those who are interested in 
engaging with various aspects of the opera both before 
and after attending the performance. 

The first part of this guide is more reading-based, 
with a detailed overview, synopsis, and conceptual 
discussion of Edmonton Opera’s Hansel & Gretel. This is 
essential learning before you proceed to the activities 
because it places the production within a specific 
framework. Teachers may distribute the content 
for students to read as-is, or choose to go over the 
material with the entire class. 

This guide is intended for all grades attending the 
performance; teachers are encouraged to modify 
activities to suit the needs of their class. 

Please contact us with any questions about this guide 
at education@edmontonopera.com. We can provide 
resources for further discussion, suggestions on how to 
tailor activities and content for your class, and more.  

Opera 101

Opera is the art form of all art forms — it combines 
theatre, orchestral music, unamplified live singing, 
visual design, and much more. Going to the opera is not 
only a beautiful artistic experience, it can also be a very 
educational trip.

Opera gives students the opportunity to engage with 
a variety of historical movements in literature, art, 
and politics. Each opera sheds light on the era it was 
composed in and contains themes relevant to today’s 
world.

To make the most of your opera experience, please 
read the following pointers on opera etiquette before 
attending the dress rehearsal. 

Arrive early! 

Your tickets will be available at the auditorium 45 
minutes prior to show time. Please allow enough time 
to seat your group — we suggest 20 minutes. The dress 
rehearsal for Hansel & Gretel will begin promptly at 11 
a.m., so allot extra time for ticket pickup, seating, etc. It 
is also best to have students use the washroom prior to 
locating your seats within the theatre.
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Applause is welcome!

Opera is spectacle. Your presence in the audience 
is essential to complete the whole experience. Enjoy 
the performance and respond to what you see. Unlike 
television or film, every live performance is unique: only 
you and the performers will share the experience you 
have in the theatre. Your warmth and good humour are 
important to them, so when you like something, tell 
them with your applause. 

Applaud after the arias as well as after the 
performance; you can shout “Bravo!” for a man, 
“Brava!” for a woman, and “Bravi!” for more than one 
person, or the whole performance.   

No cameras or recording devices.

The artists’ images and performances belong to them 
and we ask you to respect that by refraining from 
recording their work in any way.

Other pointers:

• The performance of Hansel & Gretel is 
approximately 2 hours and 30 minutes with one 
20-minute intermission.

• Turn off your cell phones and all electronic devices.
• Keep movement and voices down to a minimum, as 

this is a live dress rehearsal performance.
• Please stay seated. Once in the theatre it is 

courteous to remain seated until the end of each act. 
Please do not leave the theatre unless there is an 
emergency.

• No food, gum, or drinks of any kind (except water) in 
the theatre.

• Students are welcome to bring packed food items, 
but these must not be eaten in the theatre. Food 
may only be consumed out in the lobby. 

• Bottled water is allowed in the theatre.
• Acoustics are very good in the Jubilee auditorium, 

so any sounds of food being unwrapped, bottles 
being crushed, etc. will be heard throughout.

Keep in mind: 

• Use the bathrooms before the rehearsal begins.
• Be silent if the performance has to stop for a few 

moments (this is a performance, but also a working 
rehearsal so it may be necessary to stop at times).

• If you must use the washroom during the 
performance, please be accompanied by an adult 
supervisor. The ushers might let you in again when 
there is an appropriate pause in the action.
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Introduction

Hansel & Gretel, or Hänsel und Gretel in German, is an 
opera in three acts by composer Engelbert Humperdinck. 
Although he created other works during his career, Hansel 
& Gretel remains Humperdinck’s greatest claim to fame. 
Audiences everywhere are familiar with the Brothers Grimm 
folk tale and its fantastical characters like the Witch and 
her gingerbread children, which makes this opera popular 
around the world, especially during the holiday season.

The opera premiered in 1893 in Weimar (Germany) after 
three years of collaboration between Humperdinck and his 
librettist Adelheid Wette, who also happened to be his sister. 
The idea for the opera came about after Adelheid asked her 
brother to compose some music for a series of sketches she 
had written based on the story of Hansel and Gretel. These 
musical sketches became the blueprint for a full-length 
märchenoper (fairy tale opera).

While Hansel & Gretel may be a children’s fairy tale, the 
music of the opera is no child’s play. Humperdinck’s score is 
sumptuous and layered, taking elements from grand opera 
and folk music to craft a fantastical world. It is no surprise 
that Humperdinck turns a simple fairy tale into an epic 
musical adventure — he was, after all, a devoted student of 
the great German composer Richard Wagner. The influence 
of Wagner can be heard throughout Hansel & Gretel, 
especially in the Dream Pantomime. 

Edmonton Opera’s new production of Hansel & Gretel takes 
the audience deep into the forbidden forest, with sets and 
costumes designed to embrace the gritty yet whimsical 
world of the opera. We hope you enjoy the performance — 
we welcome you to share your thoughts with us!

Cast and Characters

Hansel — Andrea Hill (mezzo-soprano)

Gretel — Lida Szkwarek (soprano)

Mother — Marion Newman (mezzo-soprano)

Father — Peter McGillivray (baritone)

The Witch — Robert Clark (tenor)

Sandman/Dew Fairy — Aidan Ferguson

Fun facts
• The role of Hansel is portrayed by a female singer, 

which is known as a ‘trouser role’ in opera. The 
singer dresses and acts like a male character, usually 
a young boy. 

• In Edmonton Opera’s production, the role of the 
Witch is played by a male singer with a tenor voice 
type. Originally, this part was written for a female 
singer but in recent years more and more opera 
companies have experimented with cross-gender 
casting for the Witch.
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Synopsis

The plot of Hansel & Gretel in a minute:

With no food left at home, Hansel and Gretel’s mother 
sends them into the dark forest to fetch some berries, 
not knowing that a Witch is waiting there to feast on 
the children. The Witch lures Hansel and Gretel into her 
gingerbread house with the promise of delicious treats, 
but they soon figure out her evil plans. With some 
quick thinking, they trick the Witch and throw her in 
the oven. Hansel and Gretel escape and reunite with 
their parents.

Detailed synopsis:

ACT I

Hansel and Gretel are at home. Both are extremely 
hungry and waiting for Mother to arrive so they can 
finally have something to eat. Gretel reveals some milk 
that was given to their family by a neighbour. To avoid 
temptation, brother and sister start dancing.

Mother comes home. As she scolds her children for 
not getting any work done while she was away, Mother 
accidentally spills the milk that was going to be their 
supper. Furious, she sends Hansel and Gretel out into 
the forest to pick strawberries.

Father comes home drunk, which angers Mother. But 
she cheers up immediately when he shows her all the 
groceries he has brought for supper. Father asks where 
the children are and Mother says they have gone to the 

woods. Horrified, he tells her about the Witch who lives 
there. Realizing their children are in danger, Mother and 
Father rush into the forest to save them.

ACT II

Hansel is picking strawberries while Gretel looks on. 
They hear a cuckoo singing and begin to eat the 
strawberries, soon finishing the entire lot. The forest 
grows eerily quiet and Hansel realizes they are lost. 
Both children are very frightened.

The Sandman arrives and sprinkles sand over the 
children’s eyes, making them drowsy. Hansel and 
Gretel say a prayer before they sleep. In their dreams, 
fourteen angels appear. 

ACT III

The Dew Fairy wakes the children. They see a 
gingerbread house and are tempted to have a taste. 
The Witch appears and invites them in, promising lots 
of delicious treats. She says Hansel needs to be fed and 
fattened up. 

When the children try to escape, the Witch casts a spell 
on Hansel. She then asks Gretel to check on the oven, 
planning to throw her in when the door is open. Gretel 
pretends like she has no idea how to work an oven and 
asks the Witch to show her. As the Witch opens the 
oven, Hansel and Gretel push her in and shut the door. 

The gingerbread children come back to life. Mother and 
Father are reunited with Hansel and Gretel. Everyone 
gives thanks for a happy ending.
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Glossary

Arias: Meaning “air” in Italian. Arias are solos that 
accompany the orchestra, which allow a character 
to express their feelings and demonstrate their vocal 
talents.
Chorus: A large group of singers, often 40 or more, 
who appear on stage in a crowd scene. Sometimes the 
chorus comments on action or contrasts solos.
Comic Opera: A piece characterized by light or comic 
nature.
Composer: Writes the music.
Contralto: A type of female voice that is the lowest 
pitched. Their voice is deep and well-rounded. Usually 
played by the maid, mother or grandmother.
Baritone: A type of male voice that is lower than the 
tenor, but higher than the bass. Usually played by 
father figures or middle-aged children, or villains.
Bass: A type of male voice that is the lowest pitched. It 
is often played by wise and older characters.
Ensemble: A musical number sung by 2 or more people 
of different ranges. For example, duets, trios, quartets, 
quintets and sextets. 
Librettist: Chooses a story, writes or adapts the words.
Mezzo Soprano: A type of female voice that is lower 
than the soprano and higher than the contralto. Often 
played by the character of the young boy, a complex or 
evil character.
Soprano: Highest pitched female voice. Usually the 
female lead singer is written as this type of voice. There 
are 3 types: coloratura, dramatic, and lyric.
Tenor: A type of male voice that is the highest pitched. 
It is often the leading role and they typically fall in love 
with Sopranos.
Trouser role: When a female singer portrays a male 
character in an opera, usually a young boy

Composer Biography

Engelbert Humperdinck (born September 1, 1854) 
was a German composer known most famously for 
his opera Hansel and Gretel. As a child, he produced 
his first composition after receiving piano lessons 
when he was only 7. His parents did not approve of his 
becoming a musician, so despite them encouraging 
him to study architecture, he took music classes at 
the Cologne Conservatory starting in 1872. As a stellar 
student, he rubbed shoulders with great contemporary 
composers and soon got acquainted with Richard 
Wagner. Wagner invited him to go to Bayreuth, 
and during 1880-1881 Humperdinck assisted in the 
production of Parsifal.

His chief reputation rests on his opera Hänsel und 
Gretel, which was produced at Weimar, 1893. Among 
his other operatic works are Dornröschen, Die 
Königskinder and Die Heirat wider Willen. Humperdinck 
was greatly influenced by Richard Wagner, worked as 
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his assistant, and eventually became music tutor to his 
son Siegfried Wagner.

While in Berlin, Humperdinck began work on Hänsel 
und Gretel after his sister asked him to compose music 
for a play for her children in 1890. He first started to 
compose Hänsel und Gretel, based on the fairy tale by 
the Brothers Grimm, as a Singspiel consisting of a play 
with 16 songs and piano accompaniment. A few months 
later, he presented his fiancé Hedwig Taxer with Hänsel 
und Gretel as an engagement present.

Quickly realizing the work’s potential, Engelbert 
Humperdinck instead decided to create a full-scale 
opera, and in January of 1891 he began working on 
a complete orchestration. Nearly three years later 
Richard Strauss, who dubbed it “a masterpiece of 
the highest quality… all of it original, new, and so 
authentically German,” conducted its premiere. With its 
highly original synthesis of Wagnerian techniques and 
traditional German folk songs, Hänsel und Gretel was 
an instant and overwhelming success.

Humperdinck died of a heart attack on September 27, 
1921.

Important terms

There are many different kinds of songs in opera.  
Performers may sing alone, in couples (duets), trios, 
or larger groups, and there are also moments when 
no one sings at all – and each composer develops his 
or her own preferred combinations of these options. 
The following are the major musical components of an 
opera:

The Overture
An opera usually begins with an orchestral piece 
of music called the overture, which functions as an 
introduction to the opera.  The overture generally 
includes themes that will be heard throughout the 
opera, and can be anywhere from five to twenty-five 
minutes long.  Before 1800, house lights were not 
dimmed while the overture played, and audiences 
would continue to talk, drink, and even play cards.  
This changed in the nineteenth century when the 
overture began to take its place as an integral part of 
the operatic performance.  Usually, at the end of the 
overture, the curtain rises and the story of the opera 
unfolds through a series of scenes, which are usually 
organized into acts.
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Arias (Italian for “air” or song)
Arias are solos performed to the accompaniment of 
the orchestra.  They allow the character to express 
his or her feelings and reflect on the events of the 
drama.  The focus of an aria is emotions rather than 
actions, and provides an opportunity for the singer 
to demonstrate his or her vocal or artistic skill.  Some 
of the most successful composers of arias, such as 
Mozart, Verdi and Puccini were able to achieve a 
remarkable balance between memorable melodies that 
perfectly suit the human voice, and making the music 
reflect the drama of the text.

Recitatives
Recitative is a type of singing unique to opera, and is 
used when characters are conversing, or introducing an 
aria.  The text is delivered quickly in a musical way that 
imitates speech, and has a very limited melodic range.  
It has no recognizable melody and its rhythms follow 
those of the spoken word.  Recitative is meant to carry 
the action forward and can be accompanied either by 
a full orchestra, or, as is often the case in opera written 
before 1800, by a harpsichord or keyboard instrument.

Ensemble (“together”)
Ensemble singing is when two or more voices of 
different ranges perform together. These include duets, 
trios, quartets, quintets, and sometimes even a sextet!  
In each of these, the way the composer blends the 
voices will depend on the dramatic requirements of 
the plot. In a duet where the characters singing are in 
love, a composer may show this musically by having 
each performer sing different music at different times, 
and gradually bring both lines of music together in 
harmony as the duet culminates.

Chorus
Most operas include music sung by a large group of 
singers (sometimes as many as 40 or more) called 
a chorus.  The chorus appears on stage most often 
in crowd scenes.  The chorus can provide a stunning 
contrast to solo or ensemble singing.
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Activity — Write your own folk tale

Pre-performance activity

This activity can be adjusted for difficulty according to 
grade level. 

A folk tale is a story that is passed down from 
generation to generation usually through oral 
storytelling. Think of the typical stories that you 
heard at bedtime from your parents or grandparents: 
Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, Hansel & Gretel, etc. 
These stories have been around for hundreds, even 
thousands, of years all around the world in various 
cultures. Since folk tales were mainly passed down 
in oral tradition, there are so many different versions 
of each story with the same basic plot. Folk tales can 
be quite descriptive or really simple, they can serve a 
purpose (like teaching children discipline) or be just for 
fun, and they usually have some out-of-the-ordinary 
situation or fantastical elements.

To write a folk tale, students must first go home 
and ask their parents, grandparents, or other family 
members about what folk tales they heard growing up. 
This will help students connect with their own culture 
and heritage. They can then pick one of those stories 
and start inventing new details about the characters 
and setting. Finally, have them chart the story in terms 
of a beginning, middle, and end.

Beginning ► Introduce the setting, main characters, 
start introducing the problem, eg. Hansel and Gretel 
are the children of a cobbler. They live in a small house 
in a German village. They haven’t had anything to eat 
for days so they decide to go to the forest and look for 
berries.

Middle ► Establish the problem and show how it 
prevents the characters from getting what they 
want, eg. Hansel and Gretel are in the forest picking 
berries but it gets dark and they are lost. They see 
a gingerbread house, enter it, and get trapped by a 
wicked Witch.

End ► Solve the problem and show us how it was 
solved, eg. Hansel and Gretel use quick thinking to 
throw the witch in her oven, which destroys her. They 
free all the gingerbread children, enjoy a hearty meal, 
and return home.

Students should remember to get creative with the 
details — this is a chance to use their imaginations and 
make an exciting new story. Once they have finished 
writing, they can take turns narrating these folk tales to 
the class.
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Activity — Creative Concept!

Pre-performance activity

One very important facet of every production is the 
design of the show. Each production has a dedicated 
team of designers – both costume and scenery – 
working with the director to make their vision come to 
fruition. In this activity, students will create costumes 
and set ideas for what they think the opera should look 
like. They can pull inspiration from the production that 
they saw, other productions, and, most importantly, 
their own imaginations. 

Option A: Younger students

Read the overview and synopsis of Hansel & Gretel as a 
class. Now, students must generate ideas to design this 
production! 

1. Divide students into small groups, and give each 
group two large sheets of butcher paper. Students 
will trace two students on the paper, and then draw 
costumes on their silhouettes. Choice of which two 
characters they want to design costumes for is up to 
the students. 

2. In these groups, students can also then design a 
scenic concept — what does the set look like in Act 
One? Does it change during Act Two and Three?

Option B: Older Students

A Vision Board is used to show a unifying idea for 
a creative project. Often, directors will use a vision 
board to focus their vision for a production. It features 
specific elements such as costumes, set design, and 
props. 
Establish your setting:
• Do you want it to be set in the time/place that the 

opera was originally written for, or in another time 
and place?

• Have a good reason for changing the setting – make 
it appropriate for the story and music of the opera. 
Do the themes present remind you of a specific time 
period? Do you envision the opera having simpler 
or more complex costumes? Don’t just change the 
period because you can – consider what costumes 
you might like them to wear and where the story 
might take place. If you pick an appropriate 
historical event to centre those details around, it will 
help unify the details of your production.

Costume Design
• Research what kinds of clothing people wore in the 

period/location that you chose to set the opera in. 
What did those of lower social class wear? What 
would royalty wear? What accessories might each 
character have? How would you distinguish major 
and minor characters of the opera? 

• Consider the colours that you would want most 
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represented in the opera – what were the colours 
of wealthy people in the setting of the opera? What 
colours best reflect any relevant themes present 
in the opera? Is it a bright, hopeful story? Or dark 
and bleak? Create some colour swatches to use as 
inspiration for your vision board. 

• Based off your research, create some costumes 
for your production – pull multiple images from 
magazines, Internet searches, etc. to create your 
own costumes. Don’t just use other productions 
costumes – create your own. Draw something, use 
the multiple images to make a collage of what looks 
you want for each character, etc.

Props Design 
• What supplies do the characters in the opera need? 

Do they need swords, brooms, lanterns, axes, etc.? 
What should those look like to reflect the style 
of the setting? Create a properties list and some 
sketches.

Set Design
• Research the prominent architectural styles of the 

period/setting that you chose. What kind of houses 
did people live in? Were the housing styles different 
between low and high social classes? What would 
the royalty/upper class of the period have lived in? 

• Consider the main locations of the opera. How 
might these places look? 

• What building materials might the people of the 

period have had? What should your set be made out 
of, or made to look like? 

• What decorations might you need for the set? Do 
you need curtains, vases, flowers, torches, etc.? 

• Using your research, create set designs for the main 
scenes of the opera. As with the costume design, 
use images from magazines and Internet searches to 
pull inspiration from. Make a collage of the images 
collected, or your own original sketch.

 

 Activity — Poster Design!

Pre-performance activity

In this activity, you will design a poster for Edmonton 
Opera’s Hansel & Gretel.

When creating an image to represent an opera you 
must consider the time period, setting, themes, 
characters, and plot. The designer must also keep in 
mind our audience that we are trying to appeal to and 
what types of media we will use to reach them. 

After researching, it is important to sketch and 
brainstorm your ideas. It can be helpful to make a 
collage or mood board of different visuals and ideas 
that you would like to incorporate into the final image. 
Other important factors include the hierarchy of 
information (what is the most important information 



17

and how will you show that importance – size of type, 
colour, location, etc.), typography, colour (contrast, 
significance of colour), composition (placement, size 
and shape), and form among others. How would you 
illustrate Hansel & Gretel? Is your image a literal or 
symbolic portrayal?

So now that you have some of the basics, design a 
poster! Be sure to read the content of this guide to 
learn more about the opera — this will inform your 
poster design. Use this example of our Cinderella 
poster for inspiration! 

Activity — Character reflections

Post-performance activity

Students will try to further understand the characters 
of Hansel & Gretel by doing an in depth character 
study. Guide the students through the following 
discussion questions to understand their character’s 
motivations, strengths, struggles, etc. 

Have students consider the characters and the role 
they play in the story. Divide the students into groups, 
and have each student choose a character to research. 
Students will need to create a series of journal entries 
that reflect conflicts present throughout the story of 
the opera. They can write all of their entries on one 
character, or write a few entries for multiple characters.

HANSEL | GRETEL | MOTHER | FATHER | WITCH

Foundations:
• How old are you? Where are you from? Where do 

you live now? Do you have any family that we know 
of? What are your friends/family like?  

• What is your relationship with the other characters 
in the opera like? How would your friends/family 
describe you in three words? (Think of mental, 
physiological, and physical characteristics)

• What is your best quality? What are your greatest 
strengths and weaknesses? 
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 Getting deeper:
• What are your dreams and goals? What drives you 

to try to reach those goals? How does this affect 
the choices your character makes in the story? 
What steps in the opera do you take to achieve your 
objective? 

• What obstacles stand in your way? Are there any 
obstacles that are beyond your control? How will 
you overcome those challenges? What are the 
outcomes of your choices?

• Looking back from the end-point of the opera, 
would you have done anything differently?  

Today:
• Are there any characters in modern-day television, 

literature, movies, theatre, etc., that remind you 
of the character that you chose? Are there any 
characters with similar characteristics or traits?

• If your character were alive today, how would they 
be more or less successful? What might they have 
done differently to achieve their objectives?   

Activity — Design a program

Pre-performance activity

At each performance of Hansel & Gretel, Edmonton 
Opera distributes a program (also referred to as a 
playbill) that contains some useful content about the 

opera for audiences to read before the performance, 
during intermission, and even afterwards at home. In 
this activity, students will design their own mini-version 
of the Hansel & Gretel program.

Some elements typically found in an opera program 
are:

• Composer/librettist biography
• Cast and production team list
• Synopsis
• Program notes (a production history, thematic 

evaluation of the opera, historical context, etc.)
• Artists’ biographies

A major part of building the program is research. Very 
few of these elements have to be written by students 
themselves, it is more a matter of researching online 
and compiling the required content. For example, the 
Edmonton Opera website contains information like a 
cast list, synopsis, and composer/artist biographies can 
be found through Google.
 
You can see an electronic version of our Don Giovanni 
program here for reference: https://issuu.com/suggitt/
docs/eo_dongiovanni

https://issuu.com/suggitt/docs/eo_dongiovanni
https://issuu.com/suggitt/docs/eo_dongiovanni
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Activity — Listening Guide

This activity will encourage students to listen to musical 
clips from Hansel & Gretel and learn how to interpret 
and make an informed opinion about what they hear. 
Before listening, introduce the synopsis, characters and 
story behind the story to give background to the music. 
Using the YouTube links below, play each piece and 
encourage students to describe, discuss, and interpret 
what they hear. 

Hansel & Gretel duet: https://youtu.be/fX-qQh__PQ0

The Witch’s Ride: https://youtu.be/sf7ieZzy2-g

The Overture: https://youtu.be/jqeI6zvP2C4

The Evening Prayer: https://youtu.be/HuIpZ_3tmr8

Part one: Identify the female (soprano, mezzo-soprano, 
contralto) and male vocal voices (tenor, baritone, bass), 
if applicable. Using any of the musical vocabulary listed 
below encourage students to describe what they hear: 
instrumentation, voice, libretto and music. 
 
Harmony/ Rhythm/ Style/ Libretto/ Satire/ Humour/ 

Instruments/ Voices/ Melody/ Aria/ Recitative/ 
Chorus/ Duet/ Trio/ Quartet/ Transition/ Contrast/ 

Complex/ Tone/ Tension/ Resolution/ Balance/ 
Variety/ Repetition/ Loud/ Soft/ High/ Low/ Tempo/ 

Quick/ Slow

Part two: Discuss students’ descriptions as a group. 
Consider the following questions: How do these 
characteristics combine to create music? How do you 
think the time period and cultural context influence 
the music? Is the music and libretto still relevant 
today? Why do you think Hansel & Gretel has remained 
popular worldwide?

Part three: Interpret what they hear by making 
connections to personal experiences and their 
imagination. Brainstorm on the board and as a group 
the ideas, moods, and images that students can 
associate to the music. How does the music make you 
feel? What does it remind you of? 

Part four: Encourage students to share why they like or 
dislike the piece using vocabulary and interpretations 
from parts one through three. Discuss student’s 
different preferences and viewpoints and emphasize 
the importance of respecting other opinions.

For further questions about this education and activity 
guide, please contact us at:
education@edmontonopera.com

https://youtu.be/fX-qQh__PQ0
https://youtu.be/sf7ieZzy2-g
https://youtu.be/jqeI6zvP2C4
https://youtu.be/HuIpZ_3tmr8
mailto:education@edmontonopera.com
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