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Jonathon Field never fails to bring new in-
sights into his opera productions, and 
Oberlin Opera Theater's fall show, 
Humperdinck's Hansel und Gretel is full of 
details that add to the delicious ambiguity 
of what many of us think of as a children's 
opera. After all, it's a fairy tale decked out 
with a wicked witch, a gingerbread house 
and guardian angels. But scratch the sur-
face of this musical rendering of a Brothers 
Grimm story and disturbing topics come to 
light.

normal adolescent siblings who are locked in a continuous squabble — until you notice 

of comedy from Punch and Judy shows to animated cartoons, but as the scene goes on 

physical violence begins to add up to a diagnosis: this is a dysfunctional family who are 
plagued by hunger, overshadowed by drunkenness and who take out their frustrations on 

You can set that level of analysis aside if you like, but it keeps coming back. When the 
-
-

ors, the kind of overdone attempt to be alluring that Aschenbach created in Death in 
Venice — also directed at attracting children.

And her house! Lopsided and multi-hued, it's miles from the gingerbread houses of Ger-
man folklore and Christmas celebrations. Look closely and you'll see sinister decorations: 
masks of children's faces like memorial plaques to those who have already passed 
through the witch's oven.

If this production keeps the mind swinging back and forth between children's literature 



are magical — the cross-hatch of forest in Act I picks up the imagery of brooms, and the 
costumes by Chris Flaharty are both traditional and in the case of the witch, completely 

-

triumphant return to the Hall Auditorium stage. Her forceful voice and splendid acting 
stole the show in Act III.

played Humperdinck's Wagner-inspired score with warmth and wonderful stamina under 

and never did the grandeur of the scoring engulf the singers.

-

of the Witch was dragged on and beheaded, her head held up by the hair like that of John 
Salome.
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