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A LITTLE BIT ABOUT PAUL MESNER

     Even when Paul Mesner was a small boy he was working toward creating his exceptional “Paul Mesner Puppets, Inc.” Mesner was accepted as a student to the prestigious International Institute of Puppetry in Charleville-Mezier, France, and has become a fixture in the national puppet theater. He has received many grants and awards, among them the UNIMA-USA Award for Excellence in Puppetry. This award was created by Jim Hensen to encourage Puppet Theater.  Mesner’s versions of “Wiley and the Hairy Man” and “Sleeping Beauty” were the honored pieces.  Each year, Mesner performs a full season in Kansas City, often collaborating with other artists in various fields such as the Kansas City Chamber Orchestra, THE Heart of America Shakespeare Festival, Kansas City Symphony and the Kansas City Chorale.  His pieces, though often geared toward children, are loved by adults as well.  He has the wonderful ability to retell tales in such hilarious, wild ways that children watch and learn with great enthusiasm.  

     We are so glad that your students will be joining us for a performance.  Below are important tips you should discuss with your class before they come to the theater.

                                       ETIQUETTE FOR THE THEATER 

· Explain that the theater will become very dark for the performance and they will hear loud music and sound effects.  You might darken the classroom to illustrate these changes.

· There cannot be any running in the theater.

· Please remind the children that they should be good listeners during the performance; the puppeteers need to concentrate to perform well.  The children will have a chance to ask questions when the show is finished.

· Please have the children use the bathroom prior to the start of the show.

· Remind the children that the puppets, stage and scenery are all fragile and should never be touched.

Since it first appeared in 1893, Engelbert Humperdinck’s opera Hansel and Gretel has delighted audiences of all ages.  Its engaging music, including the famous “Evening Prayer,” ingenious characterizations, and familiar story have all contributed to its success.  The opera originated when Humperdinck’s sister, Adelheid Wette, asked her brother the composer to set to music four passages from the Brothers Grimm’s fairy tale.  Her children performed the songs, and the family was delighted.  Knowing that Humperdinck was looking for a text for a comic opera, they persuaded him to create a small Singspiel (play with songs) on Hansel and Gretel.  After the Singspiel received a private performance at the Wette home, Humperdinck decided to expand the work into a full-scale opera.  Wette fashioned the libretto for her brother’s opera, removing some of the more gruesome elements of the original tale.  The result was labeled a Märchenspiel, or fairy-tale play, an acknowledgement of the magical elements in the story and the overt “folksiness” of its music.

As the opera was nearing its premiere, illnesses among the lead singers caused the much-anticipated event to be postponed and necessitated some cast replacements.  Hermann Levi was supposed to conduct the world premiere in Munich on December 14, 1893, but the singer who was engaged to sing Gretel became ill and the performance had to be cancelled.  The honor of introducing the opera to the world subsequently went to Richard Strauss, who conducted it on December 23, 1893, in Weimar.  Strauss was thrilled to be associated with the work, which he declared “a masterpiece.”  His future wife, Pauline de Ahna, was to have sung Hansel in the performance, but she too became ill and had to be replaced.  The health of the singers was not the only concern surrounding the premiere, for the orchestra parts were not yet finished!  In fact, those for the overture did not arrive in time, so the opera’s first performance began immediately with act 1 and audiences did not hear the exquisite orchestral version of the “Evening Hymn.”

Despite the challenges surrounding the premiere, Hansel and Gretel’s fame spread quickly, especially during the first year.  At least seventy-two different German theaters produced the work, and it also toured throughout the German-speaking world.  Emperor Wilhelm II praised it at its Berlin debut in October 1894, and Gustav Mahler conducted a celebrated performance in Hamburg that featured the legendary contralto Ernestine Schumann-Heink as the Witch.  Mahler was drawn to the dramatic and musical approach to the opera, for as will be discussed below, it influenced at least two of his own works: the song cycle Des Knaben Wunderhorn and the Fourth Symphony.

Having its roots in a fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm, the opera is deeply steeped in the German Romantic tradition, with its emphases on nature, the supernatural, and death.  Nature is evident in the overall setting of the opera:  the forest.  The second act, especially, emphasizes this dimension with its outdoor setting and the scene in which the children pick strawberries.  The Sandman and the Witch are the opera’s supernatural characters.  The former causes the children to sleep, while the latter’s spell has turned boys and girls into gingerbread children.  Hansel and Gretel pray in their evening prayer, and their dream of fourteen angels is another of the opera’s supernatural dimensions.  Finally, death—more importantly the fear of death—is an overriding theme in the opera.  The children fear death from starvation, and find themselves in a place (the gingerbread house) where food is plenteous, unaware of the price that one must ultimately pay in order to partake in the feast.

Starvation was a stark reality of nineteenth-century life, and thousands of children died from lack of food.  The famous collection of nineteenth-century German poetry Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Youth’s Magic Horn, by Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano) includes several poems whose protagonists are starving children.  In "Das irdische Leben"  (The Earthly Life), for example, the central character, a child, dies of starvation.  Mahler set this poem as part of his cycle Des Knaben Wunderhorn (published in 1899).  Also, in the last movement of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony (1899-1901), this same child sings of his vision of heaven: a banquet with an unending supply of food.  These are the same thoughts that inform Hansel and Gretel, though the opera’s outcome is far less grim.  

Engelbert Humperdinck (1854-1921) had a distinguished career in the field of opera.  An ardent fan of Richard Wagner, he assisted the composer with the inaugural production of Parsifal at Bayreuth in 1881.  Humperdinck taught at the Cologne Conservatory and later at the Hoch Conservatory in Frankfurt.  Hansel and Gretel, his first opera, was the work that made him famous.  Like so many creators who achieve an initial triumph, Humperdinck became a victim of his own success, for he never garnered the level of fame from future works that he did with Hansel and Gretel.  

Part of what makes the opera so popular is its accessible musical style that combines elements of Wagnerian Leitmotifs (or signature tunes, a web of musical motifs that represent significant characters or ideological forces in the opera), the lyrical influence of Felix Mendelssohn (another of Humperdinck’s musical heroes), and—most significantly—the aura of German folk song.  In the late nineteenth century, folk traditions were being constructed as significant components of national identity. Among the most famous instances of newly created folk poetry in German is the afore-mentioned Des Knaben Wunderhorn, originally published between 1805 and 1808.  This approach extended into music, for many composers created faux folk song using the genre’s inherent qualities.  

Although Hansel and Gretel sounds as if it is replete with folk songs, only two genuine examples have been identified in the score:  “Suse, liebe Suse” in act 1, scene 1 and “Ein Männlein steht im Walde” in act 2, scene 1.  Others may be variations of folk melodies, but most are synthesized originals.  (One is reminded of Bedrich Smetana’s The Bartered Bride of 1866, which has become the Czech national opera because of its musical style.  The only actual Czech folk music in the opera, however, is an eight-measure strain in one of the dances.)  What Humperdinck does, though, is to incorporate the distinctive polka rhythm (short-short-LONG short-short-LONG LONG-LONG-LONG) throughout the score as a unifying device, even slowing it down as the metric underpinning for the famous “Evening Prayer.”  Other folk-derived styles appear as well; for instance, in act 3’s barcarolle, the repetitive, rocking rhythmic figure is intended to evoke the motion of a boat moving gently through a Venetian canal.

The opera has enjoyed a tremendously successful performance legacy.  Christmastime performances remain popular in Germany, and it was the first opera to receive a complete radio broadcast from Covent Garden (London) in 1923.  On Christmas Day 1931, it inaugurated the celebrated Saturday afternoon live radio broadcasts from the Metropolitan Opera in New York.  On New Year’s Day 2008, the Met’s new production was broadcast live to movie theaters throughout the U.S. in HD, continuing the opera’s legacy as a standard in the German romantic repertory and proving its sustainability as an audience favorite.

Vocabulary

Cuckoo

gingerbread

Ilsenstein

Grief


relief


cronies


Scowling

stocking

dainty

Dunce


marzipan

puppet Puppeteer


chorus

conductor


Opera

musical score
finale


Interpretation
climax

artistic director
Gesture


props


orchestra

Soprano

Tenor


baritone

Hocus Pocus

Hocus Pocus:  Meaningless talk or activity designed to distract attention.

The word is nowadays applied to anything, speech or action, that’s designed to stop you seeing what the politician or salesman is really up to or what’s actually happening. Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain, Dorothy ...

It is known that the word appeared in the seventeenth century as a mock-Latin formula or incantation used by conjurors. What that formula was and where it came from is less certain.

Thomas Ady wrote in his book of 1655, A Candle in the Dark; or, a Treatise Concerning the Nature of Witches and Witchcraft: “I will speak of one man ... that went about in King James his time ... who called himself, The Kings Majesties most excellent Hocus Pocus, and so was called, because that at the playing of every Trick, he used to say, Hocus pocus, tontus talontus, vade celeriter jubeo, a dark composure of words, to blinde the eyes of the beholders, to make his Trick pass the more currantly without discovery”.

Many people today believe that the phrase originated in a corrupted form of the words of the consecration of the host in the old Latin mass: hoc est (enim) corpus (meum), “this is my body”, an idea that was first aired by John Tillotson, who was Archbishop of Canterbury between 1691 and 1694. But as this was part of an anti-Catholic sermon, it may be taken with a fair-sized pinch of salt. Another possibility, suggested in current Oxford dictionaries, is the nonsense Latin phrase “hax pax max Deus adimax”.

Whatever the source, hocus-pocus was at first a general name for jugglers and conjurers and then — later in the seventeenth century — it became a term for a trick or deception. It’s also the source of another common English word, since at the end of the following century it was contracted to make hoax.
Written and Oral Expression

1.Have you ever stopped to wonder what makes a villain bad? Write a back-story on the witch in Hansel & Gretel. Explain why she lives alone in a house made of food. See if you can make sense of the fact that she eats little boys! Remember it is a fairy tale, so feel free to make up a fairy tale type explanation. 

2. Create a Fairy Tale. Construct an original tale beginning with characters, plot, setting, climax, resolution and then put it all together and create pictures to go along with the story.

3. Fear Factor. In Hansel & Gretel we see everyone get scared—even adults. Maybe its snakes or the dark that makes your heart race. No matter how big or brave we get we all have fears. Make a list of what you are afraid of, why you are afraid of it, and ask three other people what they are afraid of. Compare to see if anyone shares the same fears.

Critical Thinking Activities

1. The Necessities: What to Pack? Imagine your going on a trip through the woods and you have only one medium sized bag to carry with you. What should you take?  Below is a list of items you can choose to pack. Mark the importance of each item and explain why or why not you would bring along the item. Remember, there is only a limited amount of space in your bag, so pack wisely!

	Item


	Importance

Essential   Useful   Neutral    No Way!
	Why or Why Not?
	Take it?

	Example:

Candy
	l--------------l------------x--l--------------l
	Small, yummy, caffeine
	No

	Binoculars
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Blanket
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Book(s)
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Bug Spray
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Camera
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Cell Phone
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Compass
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	First Aid Kit
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Flashlight
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Ice Cream
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Laptop
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Matches
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Mirror
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Pencil
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Knife
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Rain Jacket
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Rope
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Sandwich
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Shampoo
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Sunscreen
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Sweater
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Swimsuit
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Tent
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Toothbrush
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	

	Water Jug
	l--------------l----------------l--------------l
	
	


 Now discuss as a class which items the class decided to take and which ones were left out. 
2.Fairy Tale Mix-Up. The phone at the Fairy Tale Hotline has been ringing off the hook today! It seems several children have gotten lost in different fairy tales. From the descriptions the children gave the hotline workers, see if you can tell which tale each child is stuck in.

	1.A little wooden puppet’s nose keeps growing longer and longer.


	2.A little turtle is about to cross the finish line in a race against a much faster animal.

	3.A mean wolf keeps blowing down little houses made of different materials.


	4.A girl is trapped in an enchanted castle with a monster and dancing plates, clocks and candles.

	5.A young lady just pricked her finger and fell asleep, and now no one can wake her up.


	6.Several little bearded men are trying to wake up a beautiful girl who’s just eaten a poison apple.

	7.A mean witch in a house made of food has locked a boy in a cage and is going to eat him.


	8.A white rabbit just jumped into a hole in the ground, and a little girl jumped in after him and disappeared.

	9.A girl with very long hair is trapped inside a tall tower.


	10.A wolf has dressed himself as an old lady and is waiting to catch a little girl in a red cape.

	11.Two children are going up a steep hill after water, but one takes a terrible fall and hurts himself badly.


	12.A young boy is flying around with a little fairy, and they’re sword fighting a one-handed pirate.

	13.Even though she’s sleeping on dozens of mattresses, a princess keeps complaining that there’s a lump in her bed.


	14.A little girl with long blond ringlets is stealing food and other things from a little house in the woods.

	15.A pretty lady is running down the stairs with only one shoe, and her carriage just turned into a pumpkin.


	16.A little boy is quickly climbing down a plant to get away from a very large man.


3. Survival Quiz. Camping in the woods can be really fun. Getting lost in the woods, however, can be terrifying! What should you do when lost in the woods? Take this quiz to see how much you know about wilderness survival.

1) If you and a friend get lost in the woods, you should…

a) Split up and look for a way out.

b) Yell for help at the top of your lungs.

c) Stay together and stay warm.

d) ______________________

       2)  What’s the best way to keep warm?

      a)   Curl in a ball.

b) Run in pace until you start sweating.

c) Cover your head and neck.

d) Carry an oven with you.

e) _____________________

      3)   Before you set out on a camping or wilderness trip, it’s best to …

a) Eat a really big meal.

b) Tell someone where you’re going and when you’ll be back.

c) Pack lots of books and games.

d) ______________________

     4)    If you should run out of food, you should…

a) Just keep drinking water.

b) Start eating your backpack.

c) Look for a stream to fish in.

d) Eat wild berries.

e) ______________________

5)    What’s the best way to keep bears away?

a) Wear strong perfume.

b) Move as quietly as possible.

c) Wear a bell that rings when you walk.

d) Carry good luck charms.

e) _____________________

    6)     You are out in the woods when a big storm hits. What do you do?

a) Sit under a tree and try to stay warm and dry

b) Climb a hill or a big tree to look for help and/or shelter

c) Start running back to your camp

d) _______________________

   7)    What is the single most important thing to take with you into the wilderness?

a) Cotton Candy

b) Water bottle

c) Cell phone

d) Hiking boots

e) __________________

  8)    You’re going to be out in the sun all day. How often should you apply sun block?

a) Not at all, just wear a hat

b) Every 2-3 hours

c) Every 15 minutes

d) _________________

Math

1. Crack The Code. Crack the code below by matching the letters to the numbers below to find out what Hansel& Gretel discovered on their adventure.

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

L
M
N
O
P
Q
R
S
U
V
W

12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

X
Y
Z

23
24
25

____
____
____
____
____
____    
____
____
____


0+1
14
24
7+8
14
2+3

4-1
3-2
14


____
____ 

____

____
____
____
____!

4-2
4+1

5-4

5+3
5
9+9
15

Now create your own code and puzzle and have your friend crack it!

Science

1. Gingerbread House. Get the food/candy supplies to make a gingerbread house and examine the nutritional value of each of the foods. Have the students chart the foods according to nutritional elements and health value. Then using the supplies construct a gingerbread house fit for a witch.

Music

To listen to the music before hand to get the children acquainted with the opera and the style of American opera log on to the following site.

http://www.metoperafamily.org/metopera/season/production.aspx?id=9470&detect=yes
Also the Metropolitan Opera of NYC performing Hansel and Gretel will be hiring on PBS March 26th and 30th.
