
Hansel and Gretel introductory notes 
Good evening and welcome to this audio described production of The 2019 

Ryman Healthcare season of Hansel and Gretel, brought to you by the Royal 

New Zealand ballet.   

Audio Description recorded by Nicola Owen of Audio Described Aotearoa, 

funded through the NZ Government’s Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme. 

These introductory notes and the audio description were originally written by 

Neha Patel and Nicola Owen of Audio Described Aotearoa.   

Synopsis: 

ACT I 

Once upon a time… 

Hansel and Gretel live with their mother and father in a tiny little house. The 

family have fallen on hard times and the children’s parents struggle to make 

ends meet.  Every morning, their father ventures into town to sell his 

homemade brooms while their mother scrounges rations for dinner. Hansel 

and Gretel are always hungry, and their clothes are ragged and worn. The 

other children tease them when they play in the streets. 

One day an enchanting woman appears, riding a magical bicycle and selling 

delicious ice creams!  Penniless, Hansel and Gretel watch jealously as the other 

children buy giant ice cream cones.  All is not as it seems, however, as the 

mysterious woman is an evil witch in disguise and she has a taste for naughty 

children… 

That night, Hansel and Gretel start to quarrel at the table. They are scolded by 

their parents, who are at their wits’ end.  Feeling hard done by and desperate 

for food, Hansel and Gretel decide to steal the last loaf of bread and run away.  

A magical forest begins to grow from the ground. Hansel and Gretel venture 

inside, laying a trail of breadcrumbs to mark their way back home. 

A squabble of noisy birds makes quick work of the crumbs and the children are 

lost and alone. They run from the shadows and ghosts that appear in the forest 

until they meet a friendly face, the Sand Man.  He tells the children he will 

protect them while they sleep and introduces them to the Man in the Moon 

and the beautiful Fairies who live amongst the stars. 



Worn out, Hansel and Gretel fall asleep. They wake to the smell of gingerbread 

and see a delicious-looking house covered in chocolate and sweets. The door 

of the house creaks open and the children go inside. 

INTERMISSION    

ACT II 

Dinner is served!  Inside the Gingerbread House Hansel and Gretel are treated 

to an enormous banquet as the Witch and her troupe of pink-iced gingerbread 

men provide a cabaret. Hansel and Gretel gorge themselves on every food 

imaginable until they can no longer move and fall asleep at the table. Once the 

children are asleep the Witch reveals her true, terrifying self.  

Back in the forest Mother and Father search frantically. They are beside 

themselves with worry until the Sand Man and Fairies arrive to explain what 

has happened. Together they continue their quest to find and save their 

children from the Witch.  

Meanwhile the Witch prepares disgusting concoctions to fatten Hansel. She is 

going to cook him in her giant oven and then eat him.  Gretel tries in vain to 

free Hansel from his cage. She passes Hansel a scrawny bone so that when the 

witch asks Hansel to stick his finger out of the cage, so she can feel how plump 

he is, he can present the bone instead and the short-sighted Witch will think 

he is still too skinny. 

As the Witch takes a nap, Gretel sneaks up to steal the keys to Hansel’s cage. 

Just as she is about to grab them the Witch wakes up.  In a terrible rage, and 

fed up with waiting so long, the Witch decides she will cook Hansel and tells 

Gretel to prepare the oven!  Gretel finds some bellows by the fire and pretends 

not to know how to use them, tricking the witch, who snatches them from her 

hands. As the witch fans the flames Gretel runs behind her. She shoves the 

Witch head-first into the oven and slams the door. 

Hansel and Gretel are free, and the Witch’s evil magic is destroyed!  Their 

parents arrive with the Sand Man and Fairies to find the children safe and well. 

All is forgiven and there is a wonderful celebration. 

THE END 

Set and Lighting 

This is a very dark but humorous production.  The look, sound and feel harken 

back to a time when films were recorded on strips of celluloid wound onto 



reels, and it’s as if the production is caught inside a black and white 1920s 

silent film.  

Many of the visual effects are created through projections onto screens that 

hang down on the stage, and by lighting effects.  There are two screens: one 

hangs at the back of the stage and is made of a thick material.  It is always 

present on stage, and we’ll refer to it as the screen.  The second screen is 

made of gauze which is lit in different ways to make it seem solid or 

transparent.  It moves up and down depending on the scene, and hangs 

midway on the stage.  We’ll refer to it as the gauze screen. 

The theme of 1920s film is carried through the production by a crackling sound 

like an old-fashioned projector, and the flickering light that accompanies the 

projections onto the screen.  Projection can also be used to freeze time, as in 

the scene where Hansel and Gretel’s parents dance: the projection and 

everything else stops to indicate they’re not dancing in that moment but are 

showing their emotions and relationship outside that immediate time. 

Sometimes words are projected.  In the opening street scene, there’s film of 

clockwork cogs in black and white, and the lighting lacks colour.  Later in an 

evening street scene, an old-fashioned clock face with Roman numerals is 

projected.  The time shows a few minutes after 5 o’clock. 

The first we see of the real Ice Cream Witch is a menacing shadow with 

terrifying talons that appears on screen behind her smiling red-clad female 

persona, showing the audience but not the characters on stage what she’s 

really like.    

When the children enter the forest, the trees are shadowy projections of forks.  

The forest is grey and gloomy.  Different paths through the trees are created 

using the gauze screen. 

At night, the moon is a projected circle with a human face and an ice cream 

cone shoved into one of its eyes.  The moon’s facial expressions are animated 

as it surveys the world below.  The stars are shapes cut out in a black curtain 

with lights twinkling through from behind. 

Giant blinking eyes appear behind the action.  Inside the gingerbread house at 

the start of Act 2, a projected spiral twirls to create a mesmerising red and 

white swirling vortex.    



Many of the characters carry their own props to indicate their characters, so 

much of the first act is performed with little by way of scenery, and most of the 

stage is clear.  Here are the set pieces that are used. 

Hansel and Gretel’s house is a wooden box that looks like an apple crate lying 

on its side.  At first the back is visible with an advert painted on, ‘Brooms for 

sale’, and a picture of three broomsticks.  When it’s turned around, the open 

side faces the audience.  Inside there’s a kitchen table with a chair at either 

end and a bench at the back, a couple of shelves, and the tub and washboard 

that Mother uses for washing clothes. 

The gingerbread house is created by Boogie Men carrying on flat pieces of 

decorated gingerbread, wide enough to just be carried with their arms out at 

full stretch.  They huddle together to form the gingerbread house, assembling 

the flat walls and roof around them.     

In Act 2 the gingerbread house starts off bright and colourful, like a 

technicolour film. There’s a long table at the back with round white lace 

tablecloths and a high wooden seat at either end, left and right, where Hansel 

and Gretel sit to eat.   

Later in Act 2 we’re back to black and white and the witch’s house is seen as it 

truly is – a dark and dingy cobwebbed hovel.  The table has lost its tablecloths 

and is now a kitchen bench, with cooking pots and a skull visible on the shelf 

beneath.  There’s a huge squat oven in the middle with thick grille bars at the 

front, and it’s wide enough to roast a whole person.  A giant birdcage on a 

stand is at the left-hand side, a discarded skeleton lying on the ground 

beneath.  The bicycle is parked at the back, the icecreams looking faded.   

Characters and costumes 

Through most of the production the costumes are black and white with some 

grey and silver.  The main exception is the colourful persona of the Ice Cream 

Witch, who wears a bright red tutu and brings with her colourful lights and 

sweet treats. 

Gretel is big sister to Hansel.  She’s old enough to be a bit bossy and lead him, 

but still young enough to enjoy playing with – and tormenting – him.  She 

wears a grey romper suit with short baggy legs and a thin blouse with a square 

sailor suit collar hanging at the back.  It’s decorated with small black and grey 

dots and she wears black pointe shoes and black ankle socks.  Her shiny black 

hair is cut in a neat 1920s chin-length bob with a fringe.   She’s energetic and 



light on her feet, sometimes scampering like a child, at other times a graceful 

young woman.    

Gretel’s little brother Hansel carries a saggy rabbit soft toy.  He looks up to 

Gretel but still enjoys annoying her.  He wears grey short dungarees over a 

grey shirt.  He likes to leap and twirl but is a bit awkward and clumsy.  Both 

Hansel and Gretel are played by adult dancers. 

Hansel and Gretel’s Father is a down-at-heel broom seller in a flat cap, patched 

dark grey dungarees over a black singlet and a dark jacket over the top.  He 

carries broomsticks and an A frame blackboard street sign advertising his 

brooms for sale.  He doesn’t have much luck and walks with a dejected air.  

Their Mother works at home mending and washing.  Her practical grey frock 

drapes elegantly over her lithe body, but has been much patched and mended.  

She looks careworn and sad.  She is kind but firm with her children and dances 

lovingly with her husband.   

The townspeople are dressed smartly: wealthy men in black top hats and black 

frock coats, businessmen in black bowler hats carrying black briefcases.  Maids 

wear formal black and white frocks, often carrying packages for their 

mistresses, who wear smart black dresses and long white necklaces.  Flappers 

are 1920s women defying convention in short low-waisted silver frocks that 

glitter like mirror balls and silver ‘Dior’ caps that cover their hair.  They flirt 

with the men and dance knee-twisting Charleston moves. 

The schoolchildren are also played by adult dancers.  They wear smart black 

and white uniforms topped with straw boater hats – the boys in striped 

blazers, mostly black with white stripes, and white shorts, the girls in frocks 

with black tunics and checked skirts, black pigtails at either side of their heads.  

These children taunt Hansel and Gretel for their tattered clothes.  Later in the 

forest, the ‘ghost’ children wear the same type of uniform, but all in white.  

They move with an eerie quietness. 

The Ice Cream Witch is described in the programme as a sugar-coated Pied 

Piper, luring children with magical treats.  She has two selves – the alluring 

female version in a red tutu with a velvet lace-up bodice, red socks and pointe 

shoes and a gold lamé cap with a gold hair braid across the top.  She first rides 

in on the back of a steampunk bicycle reminiscent of steam-powered 

technology.  The bicycle is pedalled by a gingerbread man, and it has a stand in 

the middle that holds eight huge ice cream cones to attract little children.  The 



Witch acts coquettishly, often flinging the audience a grin, blowing a kiss or 

giving a little flick/wiggle of her bum as she turns.  She controls her 

gingerbread men minions and others with a click of her fingers or a wave of her 

hand. 

The Witch as her true self is a terrifying incarnation played by a male dancer 

wearing a white cap in the same style as the Ice Cream witch, but in a black 

bodice and black cotton tutu.  She has green skin, long black talons, and 

sparkly red shoes. 

The gingerbread men the Witch has enslaved wear full pink body suits, 

including pink head masks with bright red lips painted on.  The cut of their pink 

suits evokes 1920s bell hop or hotel porter uniforms.  Their short 

double-breasted jackets are laced up at the front, and they wear high-waisted 

narrow trousers and white spats that cover the tops of their black shoes. 

Instead of the usual pillbox hat of a bellboy, they wear upturned ice cream 

cone hats. 

In the forest, the Sand Man is a character in a straw boater, high-waisted black 

trousers, a spangly black waistcoat over a white shirt, a black and white striped 

tie and spats.  He acts as guardian and guide in the enchanted forest, and 

moves his long arms and legs with flowing languid movements. 

Queen of the Dew Fairies is queen of the enchanted forest.  She wears a silver 

tutu and a silver tiara lit with fairy lights from within.  Kind and gentle, she 

helps people through the forest where she can, and she entertains them with 

delicate dancing en pointe with her dew fairies and her consort, the King of the 

Dew Fairies.  The female dew fairies are in silver tutus, the male dew fairies in 

black trousers with a silver stripe down the side and silver waistcoats over 

white shirts, while the King wears a similar outfit but with a white stripe down 

the side of his black trousers and a white waistcoat over his white shirt.   

The Boogie Men are evil creatures who live in the forest.  They wear full black 

face masks and body suits with black tailcoats and black gloves, and they have 

long black rabbit ears sticking out of the tops of their heads.  Their face masks 

have blank eyes and bared teeth sewn on in white.  They sneak in the shadows 

and loom over the dew fairies, threatening them with long swooping arm 

movements.   

The Birds are played by children.  They have huge plastic cones for beaks, wear 

long skirts, cardigans and headscarves and carry brushes, giving them the air of 



old women out sweeping their path.  They sweep through the forest in a 

comical group, cleaning as they go. 

Ballet Terminology 

While this performance is a ballet, we’ve tried not to use many technical words 

in our audio description.  But, you might find these terms useful during the 

show. 

En pointe is when a female dancer is standing up – right on the tips of her toes.  

To do this some female dancers wear pointe shoes that look like classic ballet 

shoes but with blocks in the toes so they can stand up on them.  It makes the 

dancers appear very elegant and tall, but it’s very hard work.   

Pirouette is a spin, usually on one leg. 

Arabesque is when a dancer is standing on one foot (or en pointe) with the 

other leg stretched in the air, toes pointed, and one or both arms stretched 

out.   

Fish dive pose is a position where the male dancer supports the female, 

holding her waist and one thigh.  The ballerina’s body is horizontal, or her head 

may be dipped below her body, arms out and one leg stretched out, the other 

bent, both toes pointed.  It’s an elegant pose for the female dancer and 

demonstrates the strength of the male dancer who lifts her. 

Just a few final comments as we go into the show: each half lasts around 50 

minutes with an interval of 20 minutes between.  

There are often lots of things happening on stage at the same time so we’ve 

tried to pick the most important elements for our description – there simply 

isn’t time to describe everything.  We also sometimes have to describe slightly 

out of synch with the action, usually to make sure that our blind patrons can 

laugh or gasp along with the rest of the audience so please don’t worry if it 

sometimes seems that we’re not keeping time exactly with the show – you’ll 

probably realise why we’ve had to explain something at a slightly different 

time as the action unfolds.   

End.    


