
BRILLIANCE  
ON THE BAYOU
HGO Digital’s Hansel and Gretel: 5 things to know 

The inaugural season of HGO Digital, which has provided  
audiences with nine months of virtual art, will come to a close  
with the May 28 release of Humperdinck’s Hansel and Gretel. 
Perhaps the most ambitious offering of the entire season, the 
opera is an innovative mix of live action and illustration, filmed 
using green screen. 

The work stars five wonderfully talented HGO Studio artists—Raven 
McMillon (Gretel), Sun-Ly Pierce (Hansel), Lindsay Kate Brown 

(Gertrude), Blake Denson (Peter), and Elena Villalón (Sandman/
Dew Fairy)—with HGO Studio alumnus Richard Trey Smagur in a 
scene-stealing turn as The Witch. HGO Artistic and Music Director 
Patrick Summers conducts the HGO Orchestra, with Lileana Blain-
Cruz directing and Hannah Wasileski providing visual design and 
original art. 

This is an incredibly inventive work of art, a treat for both the eyes 
and the ears that, bizarrely, would not exist if not for a deadly 
pandemic. The delightful team of Blain-Cruz and Wasileski spent 
the better part of a year collaborating on the project over endless 
Zooms. The two had finally wrapped their massive creative effort 
when they agreed to join us for Zoom million-and-one, to share 
how it came to be. Here’s five things we learned during a wide-
ranging conversation:  

1 Hansel and Gretel is the result of a fruitful artistic 
partnership. 

Blain-Cruz and Wasileski overlapped at Yale School of Drama. 
They collaborated for the first time about a decade ago, when 
Wasileski designed Blain-Cruz’s thesis, Doctor Faustus Lights the 
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relationship to the form, was really thrilling. And continuing to 
push at what it can be, and how this becomes more accessible 
for folks to have access to see the work, is exciting.”

Also exciting? When the cameras started rolling and the masks 
finally came off. “The revelation of the face became this massive 
event,” remembers Blain-Cruz. “We’re like, Oh, there you are! A 
human being! Hello, friend!”

3 Houston itself was a major influence on the production. 

The setting of this Hansel and Gretel is green, lush, almost 
overgrown, and teeming with life: a heron, a snake, a humming-
bird. From the first scene, with the siblings bored and hungry at 
home, this fertile landscape is there, looming over the family’s 
small cottage, a palmetto peeking through the window as they 
daydream, seeing shapes in the clouds. 

In the inventive sequence between acts one and two, as the 
worried Gertrude and Peter set off looking for their children, 
Wasileski’s illustrations trace the footsteps of both pairs through 
this hothouse terrain cut through by waterways. It’s a fantastical 
world, yes, but also familiar. Houstonians watching the opera are 
likely to feel a spark of recognition. And as it turns out, that is no 
accident. 

Lights. “Ever since then we’ve been friends,” says Blain-Cruz, 
“and I’ve tried to get her to work on everything.” 

Both have gone on to acclaimed careers since those early days. 
Blain-Cruz recently won a United States Artists Fellowship and 
currently serves as resident director of Lincoln Theater Center. 
Wasileski, an Obie winner, creates animations, video art, and 
environmental projections for opera, theater, installations, and 
concerts. Together, the two have collaborated on works including 
Pipeline, Anatomy of a Suicide, Water by the Spoonful, and The 
Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entire World. 

Their history served the two well as they set about making Hansel 
and Gretel during COVID, with Blain-Cruz in New York and 
Wasileski in Berlin. “We’ve worked on so many different projects 
before,” says Blain-Cruz. “So when Patrick Summers asked me 
to do Hansel and Gretel, and we knew that with COVID times 
we only had limited abilities in terms of what could happen in 
person, the immediate person that I thought of that could actually 
bring this to life was Hannah, with all her brilliance!” 

During the first of countless “epically long” Zooms, the two 
“dreamed up this massive idea not really thinking it could 
happen on that scale because it seemed too crazy,” Wasileski 
remembers, “and then here we are now, having insanely done 
this thing.” The thing she’s referring to involves painstakingly 
storyboarding the entire opera out, measure by measure, filming 
the carefully placed artists performing against a green screen, 
and finally adding gorgeous layers of atmospheric illustrations 
during the post-production process. 

“It was extremely ambitious,” laughs Blain-Cruz. “But over all the 
years we’ve worked together we’ve really found a vocabulary 
and a way of working together, where we understand each other 
pretty easily, and what sort of gravitates us toward ideas. That 
foundation was certainly there. And I feel like we really ran with it 
on this project.” 

2 The two wouldn’t have tried something like this before 
COVID. 

Team members working in different cities, some never able to 
sit down in the same room together. COVID anxiety. Restrictions. 
Limitations. Singers rehearsing in masks while Blain-Cruz, there 
but behind plastic, directed them from what felt like “7,000 miles 
away.” If they missed something during the four-day shoot in 
Houston at the Wortham, they missed it. 

Blain-Cruz and Wasileski are honest about the myriad challenges 
they faced creating art during a pandemic, yet the two credit 
those same challenges with pushing them creatively. “I don’t 
know if we would have ever made this kind of film,” says Blain-
Cruz. “I don’t even know if I would have had the idea to bring this 
together, without the kind of upsetting, horrible circumstances 
that created this new possibility of thinking about making work. 
So it’s bittersweet.

“The circumstances were horrifying, but rethinking what’s 
possible and what you can make, inside and around in 
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“When I went to Houston,” recalls Blain-Cruz, “I was like, this 
is some bayou land around here, this feels very alive. That was 
a huge inspiration.” With all of their projects, Blain-Cruz and 
Wasileski ask themselves what will resonate with the audience 
watching it, pinpointing place and time, and pondering how they 
can interact with that. “The bayou was our anchor,” says Wasileski, 
“and I feel like that really came through in a wonderful way.”

Houston also informed Richard Trey Smagur’s hilariously brilliant 
interpretation of The Witch. “I had just met him, and we were in the 
music room, and they were rehearsing, and Patrick Summers—I 
love Patrick so much, he’s such a wonderful human being—asked, 
Do you have any thoughts or notes? And I said, So Trey, how 
would you feel about a Southern accent? And he was like, Oh, 
I got you, and it was immediate! And it cracked open this whole 
other dimension with The Witch that we were really excited about, 
adding to that bayou theme. It helped clarify that in a really exciting 
way. So yeah, that was amazing.”

4 A gentle suggestion planted the seed for what may be the 
film’s most inspired sequence.

At the end of act two, Hansel and Gretel, scared and alone in 
the forest, are put to sleep by the Sandman as they sing their 
evening prayers. Fourteen guardian angels answer those prayers, 
surrounding them and protecting them. 

Because it wasn’t possible to bring 14 additional performers in, this 
portion of the opera was always going to be a challenge. But it also 
turned out to be an incredible opportunity.  “When I was first talking 
to Patrick Summers about the opera,” recalls Blain-Cruz, “he was 
like, And then, you know, when the angels arrive, and I was like, 
Yeah, yeah, I love all that… And he was like, But listen to the angel 
section. 

“And when I finally—you listen to the music over and over again, but 
there are times in the process when I like to just sit and listen to the 
whole thing without doing anything else. When that section comes 
up, you weep, you literally weep. It is literally about the care for 
two innocent children lost, the most lost you can possibly be, and 
for me, when I think about what that means particularly for people 
of color and for Black folks in the South—I think about ancestors, 
I think about generations before, I think about my own family and 
our relationship to those who have come before being present with 
us, that level of spirituality being something that’s not abstract but 

is actually very much grounded in these two kids and their family 
coming down to protect them and lead them to this massive part of 
their journey. It was something that was at the core for me early on 
in terms of thinking about the project.”

Blain-Cruz shared her thoughts on the Angel Chorus with Wasileski, 
who came back to her with an idea. “She showed me the most beau-
tiful, epic constellation research image you could have ever imagined 
and—you get goose bumps,” shares Blain-Cruz. “It was so right.” 

The result is a stunning kaleidoscope of paper puppets crafted by 
Montana Levi Blanco and animated by Wasileski and the post-produc-
tion team, depicting the vulnerable children’s Black ancestors swirling 
around them, guarding them. “For the Chorus of Angels, Gabe 
Aronson and I worked closely together with Lileana to dream up this 
six-minute choreographed ballet with articulated paper puppets, and 
that alone could take us nine months to do,” Wasileski recalls. 

“It kind of blows my mind that somehow we made that happen,” 
says Blain-Cruz, and you can feel the two beaming at each other 
even over Zoom. “Hannah made that happen.”

5 Humperdinck’s score only gets more and more beautiful. 

Summers has said that the opera’s score is one of the two or 
three most beautiful in all of music, and that he would be happy to 
conduct it every day. Wasileski, who studied both music and visual 
art as an undergrad, came to develop similar feelings for the work.

When Blain-Cruz asked her to design Hansel and Gretel, she was 
already familiar with the opera, but it had been a number of years 
since she’d first seen it, in a dress rehearsal at the Met. “I went and 
listened to it again,” Wasileski says, “and I was surprised at how 
beautiful it was. I didn’t quite remember it being this beautiful. And 
then, of course, day in and day out for nine months, listening to this 
thing on loop, it’s like, even when you’re not playing it, it’s on loop 
in your head. And I never, ever wanted to stop hearing the music. I 
never go to the point where I said, enough already. 

“And especially the Chorus of Angels, which is probably the section 
I spent the most time with, I cannot hear it enough. And the more I 
hear the opera, the more I detect the callbacks—this coming back 
here, and how Humperdinck was really brilliant about phrasings and 
repetitions. And you just keep discovering more the more you listen 
to it. And I loved that.”

Richard Trey Smagur, 

with McMillon and Pierce, 

is hilarious and terrifying 

as The Witch.


