
H & G /A TOON Graphic / CSSS 4th& 5th grade

Theseus and the Minotaur: 
by Neil Gaiman
and Lorenzo Mattotti
 
ISBN (Trade): 978-1-935179-62-7
ISBN (Deluxe): 978-1-935179-65-8

Published by TOON Books
A TOON Graphic

www.TOON-BOOkS.cOM

Hansel & Gretel
TEACHER’S GUIDE

ELA COMMON CORE STANDARDS

Hsin Yu Chao, an illustrator and comic 
artist in her native Taiwan, is currently 
pursuing a master’s degree in Arts 
Administration at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. She earned her first 
master’s degree in science at New York 
University, with a major in Biotechnol-
ogy and Entrepreneurship and a minor 
in Business Administration. Chao has 
worked for numerous galleries in New 
York City as well as for the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art and the Solomon R. 
Guggenheim Museum. Chao is interested 
in comics as a unique art form and the 
special role they play in the film, enter-
tainment, and publishing industries. 

Lesson Plan by Hsin Yu Chao
TOON Educational Outreach consultant

1

4TH GRADE:
For 4th Grade: Key Ideas and Details
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text; 
summarize the text.

For 4th Grade: Craft and Structure
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to significant characters found in mythology 
(e.g., Herculean).

For 4th Grade: Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.9
Compare and contrast the treatment of similar themes and topics (e.g., op-
position of good and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in stories, 
myths, and traditional literature from different cultures.

5TH GRADE:
For 5th Grade: Key Ideas and Details
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more characters, settings, or events in a 
story or drama, drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., how charac-
ters interact).

For 5th Grade: Craft and Structure
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4 
Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative language such as metaphors and similes. 

For 5th Grade: Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic novel, multimedia presentation of 
fiction, folktale, myth, poem).

For 5th Grade: Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in the same genre (e.g., mysteries and ad-
venture stories) on their approaches to similar themes and topics.
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 • Black = potential questions for course plans
 • Green = feedback for teachers. 

IN THIS LESSON STUDENTS wILL:

 > LEARN ABOUT COMICS AND DO AN ExTENDED CLOSE READING 
Of ONE TExT

 > REfER TO DETAILS AND ExAMpLES IN DISCUSSING THE MAIN IDEAS 
Of A TExT.

 > DESCRIBE AND SUMMARIzE ELEMENTS Of A TExT

 > DETERMINE THE MEANING Of NEw wORDS AND CONCEpTS

 > INTERpRET CONTExT CLUES fROM THE AUTHOR

 > CLEARLY ARTICULATE THEIR OpINIONS AND qUESTIONS
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1
Verbal Expressions
Practice CCSSRL/RI.1-9 and SL1-6: Ask and answer questions such as who, 
what, where, when, why and how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text.

RL/SL.4.1-9 
RL/SL.5.1-9

CCSS:

u	what do you think the concept of “hunger” means in this story? 
How do the characters satisfy or respond to their hunger? Do they 
tolerate their hunger? why or why not? what are some verbal 
expressions related to “hunger” that appear in other parts of this 
story? 

Hunger operates on many levels throughout this story. Ask stu-
dents to compare the family’s hunger with the hunger of the old 
woman (or even the hunger of the animals who eat the pieces of 
bread in the forest [page 28]). In addition to these literal manifes-
tations of hunger, the author often uses words like “cut” or “chop” 
in reference to items and activities that are not food-related (page 
8). 

what does “food” mean in the story? Compare different foods 
that appear in the story and discuss what they mean. 

There are a lot of contrasts in the food we read about. Have 
students compare the descriptions of sweet foods (pages 21, 29, 
37) with descriptions of meat (pages 9 and 49), or compare the 
tasteless pale bread (page 17) of Hansel and Gretel’s home with 
the savory colorful candies of the old woman’s hut (page 29). 

when the author describes a “swollen cherry” (page 21), what 
does this expression make you think of? 

The word swell is only used two times in this book; the other is in 
the expression “belly swell” (page 8). Ask students to think about 
how these uses could be connected. what is the connection be-
tween nourishment and family?  



H & G /A TOON Graphic / CSSS 4th& 5th grade3

u	what do you think the “forest” means in this story? what does it 
mean (perhaps metaphorically) to “live on the edge of the forest” 
as they do in the story (page 8)? 

One could see the “forest” as a metaphor for the unknown in 
general, for adolescence and maturity, or even for the confusing 
modern age.

Relatedly, find instances when the author uses verbal expressions 
that have to do with light and dark in reference to the forest. In 
addition to the abundance of words like “dark” and “shadows,” 
note that there are some surprising uses of the word “white” 
(white pebbles, white tree trunk [page 17]). what could the 
author be trying to communicate with this interplay of black and 
white?

This story often plays with the connection between literal darkness 
and the metaphorical idea of darkness as “not-knowing.” Things 
that are “white” or “light” in the story serve as recognizable 
beacons in the darkness of the forest (also the light of a fire, or of 
the sun). 

what do you think of or feel when you see shadows and dark-
ness? what are you afraid of? what are Hansel and Gretel 
afraid of? 

Most of Hansel and Gretel’s fears have to do with being iso-
lated—getting lost from the human world, detached from family, 
abandoned by parents, etc. Have students discuss the ways that 
the author presents the “forest” as an embodiment of Hansel and 
Gretel’s fears.

u	what is happening in the outside world during the events of this 
story? How have the changes affected Hansel and Gretel’s family?

The author describes a great and senseless war, and outlines the 
resulting inflation, violence, population decline, and a general 
change in what people accept as normal (page 12). This contrib-
utes to the parents’ discussion about whether to get rid of their 
children.

what other factors have created hardships in Hansel and Gretel’s  
        family? 

we can guess that the parents are both still quite young, we know 
they have always been poor, live in an isolated area, and can’t 
afford school.

Do you think Hansel and Gretel should be going to school? 

Ask students if and how an education could improve their situa-
tion. Some teachers may wish to discuss the relationships between 
education, teenage pregnancy, and poverty.
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u	Describe the personalities of the main characters. Compare them. 
Explain the reasons why the characters have each developed their 
own unique personality. Can they be divided into “good people” 
and “bad people?” 

In addition to their economic disadvantages, gender plays an 
important role in the author’s characterizations. Some teachers 
may wish to introduce the ideology of Separate Spheres, which 
prescribes different spheres of work for women and men [women 
in the private sphere, men in the public sphere]. Ask students 
to analyze how this plays out in the story. what does the father 
teach Hansel and Gretel? what does the mother teach them? 
what does the old woman teach them?

u	why does the mother bring up the subject of abandoning the 
kids? Compare the different positions of each parent regarding 
the topic of abandonment. why are they different? what is the 
mathematical reason to abandon them? Emotional reason? Ethical 
reason? How was the father eventually convinced to abandon the 
kids? would you be convinced to do so if you were the parent? 
were there any other possible solution(s) aside from abandoning 
kids? Describe how Hansel and Gretel handle their abandonment. 
what does Hansel do? what does Gretel do? why? whose ap-
proach would you take if you were one of the kids?

Ask students to think about the differences in gender as they are 
presented in this story. Introduce the stereotype of the rational 
male and emotional female. The mother claims to be using “logic” 
to support her idea (page 16). Does her logic hold up? Is the 
father being logical or emotional? what about moral/ethical? 
Look to pages 13, 16, and 20-21 for supporting passages. when 
it comes to Hansel and Gretel, the stereotype of rational versus 
emotional is more clear cut. Hansel deals with their abandonment 
in a rational and pragmatic way: by dropping pebbles (and later 
bread) (pages 17 and 24); Gretel is more emotional: sharing 
bread, hugging her brother (pages 25 and 29). Also compare 
their respective ways of acquiring knowledge. Hansel learns of 
their pending abandonment by directly over-hearing his parents; 
Gretel figures this out through personal experience and implicit 
deduction. How would you describe this difference? which is 
more effective: explicit or implicit observation? Are these two 
strategies related to gender difference (or ideas about gender dif-
ference)? Does the gendered dynamic between Hansel and Gretel 
change later in the story?

Discuss the different reactions of the mother and the father when 
the children come back (pages 20-21). why do they respond in 
different ways? 

The father is motivated by love for his children and guilt. The 
mother cannot see past her own hunger. what happens in this 
story when characters make decisions motivated only by hunger? 
(Hansel and Gretel on page 32, the old woman on page 41, the 
mother on page 49)
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why can’t Hansel go to sleep after his first abandonment (page 
21)? 

Some teachers may wish to introduce ideas about pTSD, trauma, 
Dissociative anxiety, etc. Compare this event to what happens 
later, on page 44, when Hansel can’t bring himself to let go of the 
bone that saved his life.

If you were in the children’s situation, would you wait for the 
father as Gretel does or would you try to go home like Hansel 
regardless of what the father had said? why? 

u	 what might the river / stream signify (pages 24 and 
45)? 

This river separates a space of death from a space of safety. 
Ask students to compare this river with the River Styx of 
Greek mythology. In that tradition, the river represents a 
liminal space between two worlds. In other traditions (Chris-
tian), rivers are associated with re-birth and cleansing.

Make note of when vibrant colors are described, as op-
posed to the typical black/white dark/light language. what 
do colors symbolize?

Note the colorful descriptions on pages 9, 32, 45. In each case, 
color is associated with affluence and comfort.

u	 Note that the gingerbread house is defined by 
its smells. The old woman, we are told, has dim eyes 
and poor eyesight. Are these connected?

when one of the senses is weaker, other senses often 
grow stronger to compensate. Teachers may ad-
ditionally wish to describe how Olfaction (the sense 
of smell) works. It is the most primitive sense (this is 
why the children are “impelled” by the smell of food 
on page 29). There is a strong relationship between 
smell and taste. Olfaction is also located in the same 
part of our brain that effects emotions, memory, and 
creativity. 

Compare the way the old woman catches animals 
with how she treats the kids. for her, the children 
are no longer humans but rather animals and hence 
sources of food. Discuss this idea. Compare it with 
what happens during war and other bleak social 
situations. Are there similarities between what the old 
woman does to people and what war and famine do 
to people?
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why do Hansel and Gretel receive different treatments in the old 
woman’s house (Gretel is chained and forced to work, Hansel is 
pacified within a cage)? Does the old woman bully them? 

The old woman plans to teach Gretel how to “grow into a woman” 
following her own model (page 37)—ensnaring birds and travelers, 
feasting on human men. She’s instituting a divide between male and 
female labor that is not so dissimilar from that followed by the father 
and mother on page 9 (father provides the meat, mother is chained 
to the home). The old woman, like the mother, is sharp-tongued, 
calling the children many names and falling into fits of anger. what 
are some other similarities between the old woman and the mother? 

u	Do Hansel and Gretel grow or become more mature in the story? 
Do they seem more like children or adults to you during the story? 

Note that Hansel is described as having “transformed” into a 
“plump young man” on page 44 and Gretel is described on page 
37 as about to “grow into a woman.” They are definitely changed 
by their experience in the forest. when they return, they recognize 
the “familiar places where they had played, and the trees they had 
climbed” (page 48) as if they themselves are now long past that. 
And in a sense, they are. They have seen death, triumphed, and 
provided for themselves. They are more grown by the end of the 
story. 

Describe how Gretel manages to rescue herself and her brother 
from the old woman. (She lies, steals keys, murders a person on 
purpose, and then loots the house. why does she behave this way? 
was she like that at the beginning of the story?

Has Gretel learned something from the old woman after all? Note 
that Hansel is saved by his sister and that Gretel manages to free 
herself. Compare this to the earlier part in the story where Hansel 
is the one carrying white pebbles, saving them from abandonment. 
Gretel is the older sibling, but her transformation into the “leader” 
may be seen as an act of gender rebellion.

u	Do the children follow the original route into the forest when they 
were leaving? How do you know? why does the author describe the 
path as “the path they had known all their lives” (page 48)? 

Is the journey in and out of the woods a kind of “life journey” for 
Hansel and Gretel? If the forest signifies maturity and adolescence, 
and the house “in which they had been born” signifies birth, what 
does the journey home signify? Are they becoming children again, 
or revisiting their childhood with fresh eyes? Note that when they 
arrive, they “called out, not daring to come too close.” It seems that 
after their experiences, home doesn’t feel like home anymore. They 
recognize it, but feel somewhat detached. This may be a common 
experience of getting older (feeling detached from things you used 
to love, or take for granted). Ask students if they have ever experi-
enced this.
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Discuss the possibilities for what happened to the mother and 
caused her death? why? 

Note the connection to hunger and eating? what do students 
make of the fact that the mother dies during the same time that 
the old woman is murdered? Is there a connection between these 
two characters? (See earlier discussion)

was the woodcutter telling the truth about searching every day 
for the kids but not being able to find them? How do you know? 

what would the father’s reasons be for lying? If he is in fact 
telling the truth, why couldn’t he find them? we are told that he 
knows the forest better than anyone. Is the old woman’s house 
somehow hidden, or does it exist on a different plane/dimen-
sion?

u	why do Hansel and 
Gretel marry well? why is 
it important for us to learn 
this? Explain why the au-
thor chose to spend a para-
graph describing the food 
people enjoy at Hansel and 
Gretel’s weddings. 

Marriage is a traditional 
ending to fairy tales, 
because it functions as 
shorthand for a happy 
and profitable adulthood. 
The author here, however, 
gives us a rather grotesque 
account of the weddings, 
describing the fat running 
down the meat-eating chins 
of the guests (remember 

that “meat,” for most of the 
story, was used in reference to human flesh). Is there a connec-
tion between being successful/affluent and being a predator (like 
the old woman, or perhaps any meat-eater)?

Note the “pale moon” at the very last sentence. why does the 
author bring up the pale moon at the end of the book?

This can be seen as a return to the dark/light dichotomy, but also 
a further complication of it. A pale moon occurs at night (which 
is dark) but it also casts a lot of light. perhaps the “pale moon,” a 
symbol of both light and dark, represents some kind of ambiva-
lence (such as moral ambivalence [not good or evil]). In the end, 
after all, the children are both good and bad. They’ve cared (for 
each other, for their father), but they have also killed.
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2
Visual Expressions
Practice CCSSRL/RI.1-9 and SL1-6: Ask and answer questions such as who, 
what, where, when, why and how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in the art.

CCSS: RL/SL.4.1-9 
RL/SL.5.1-9

u	Generally describe the artistic style of the illustrations. How do 
they make you feel?
Look at the straight, curvy, and swirly lines. Compare them, and 
pay attention to where the illustrator decided to put them. 

Note that the illustrator typically uses large/long strokes for back-
grounds/non-human objects and adopts smaller strokes for the 
characters. 

u	Note the contrast between dark spaces and white spaces in the 
illustrations. Compare them with the dark/white metaphors & 
symbols in the text. what do you think the dark and the white 
spaces mean in the illustrations?

Note how light spaces are used to draw attention to the charac-
ters. Hansel and Gretel are always surrounded by a light area 
and on page 19, the father’s eye is highlighted by a field of light. 
Just as “white” or “light” metaphors in the story were recogniz-
able beacons in the darkness of the forest, in the art, white spaces 
help us make sense of the dense and twisted forest imagery.

u	Compare the front and back endpages (pages 2-3 & pages 54-
55), along with pages 6-7. Note how similar all three are. what 
are the differences? what do you think the illustrator is trying to 
express through these three similar, yet different pages?

The front endpages have characters but with no visible roads; 
while the back endpages have no characters but a strong direc-
tional path/tree.) The path/trees on 6-7 faces opposite ways from 
the path/trees on 54-55. Those on pages 6-7 seem to point into 
the book and get lost, while those on the back endpages (54-55) 
point out of the book (and therefore out of the story).

u	 Compare the illustration of the family 
home on pages 10-11 with the same home on 
pages 50-51. Notice the similar compositions. 
what are the similarities and differences? 

There are no characters, no cooking smoke, and 
no road on pages 10-11. pages 50-51 have all 
these things, and also a big open space in both 
the sky and the foreground (with no visible forest 
anymore). Ask students to analyze how the two 
drawings make them feel.
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u	Compare the deep interior perspective on pages 14-15 with the one 
on pages 38-39. How does they make you feel? 

Both images guide the reader deep inside the composition, while cre-
ating a claustrophobic, somewhat dangerous feeling to the spaces. 
Students may note that the center of each image (the vanishing point) 
represents “death” in both cases: the parents planning abandonment 
(pages 14-15) and the open oven (pages 38-39). 

u	How many characters are there on pages 18-19? How do they look? 
Refer to the text and compare with the picture. Does anything seem 
strange?

Note the hand next to the woodcutter. There is a possible fourth per-
son in this picture. Is it the mother? Although she is not in this scene, 
it is her “hand,” as it were, that guides the father in his actions. This 
may be the one representation of the mother—hidden in shadows, 
just a guiding hand. 

u	 In some pages the characters are facing left. In others, they face 
right. what do you think is the purpose of these different composi-
tions? 

In this book, characters face left when they are entering into the 
forest or a bad situation, and face right when they are escaping, or 
moving forward to safety. 

u	On pages 30-31, the characters start getting bigger and taking up 
more space. what do you make of the shift in representation? we 
also see a new building (the gingerbread house). How does it differ 
from Hansel and Gretel’s house? Compare them. 

The characters seem to grow more mature as the story continues, 
and they move from the background of illustrations to the fore-
ground. This may be connected to their increasing agency within the 
narrative. The gingerbread house is a huge feature of the illustrations 
(it serves as the background for four spreads). But it is a little hard to 
make sense of it. The house is abstract and it blends into the forest. 
It has exotic elements and ornate decorations. In all, it is markedly 
different from Hansel and Gretel’s family home, which meets our 
expectations for a “traditional” house. 
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u	 Look at pages 34-35. Note the contrast be-
tween slimmer lines of the window and thicker lines 
of the house itself. Look at the white spaces and the 
perspective. There’s a confined feeling in this com-
position. why? Did it feel confined when Hansel and 
Gretel were in their own home? 

Hansel and Gretel’s own home does not look as con-
fining because of the flat empty expanse of the floor 
(pages 14-15). with its dark floor, arched ceiling, and 
latticed walls, the gingerbread house does not look 
dissimilar from the forest. At the same time, though, 
the gingerbread house is itself a huge cage. On pages 
38-39, the bars of the cage are almost indistinguish-
able from the walls of the house.

u	 Describe the tension in 
the picture on pages 42-43. 
How many characters are there 
in the composition? How have 
these characters changed since 
from earlier representations

Note Gretel looks more like 
“a woman.” Her bent-over 
pose and silhouette actually 
resemble the old woman in 
previous pages (and pushing 
a living creature into the oven 
is certainly something that they 
have in common). Hansel looks 
younger than Gretel for the first 

time in the book, an indication that she is the one with a plan this 
time. Have students look at the old woman’s feet. There is some-
thing almost inhuman about them, like a goat (or other cloven 
animal). This satisfies the folkloric association of goat and hooves 
with evil creatures.

u	On pages 46-47 Gretel is on the back of a bird/boat while Han-
sel watches her from the bank of the river. what does this tell you 
about the dynamic shift between these two characters? Examine 
the differences between texture and lines on this page (straight 
black lines vs. white waves). Note how much white is used on 
this page. How does this make you feel? Look at how all the lines 
converge to the right in a vanishing point. How does this make 
you feel?

Hansel and Gretel’s dynamic has shifted, and Gretel is now the 
leader. Some may feel that she has become a kind of adult during 
this journey, and is now very clearly embracing her role as the 
older sibling. In the image, all lines point toward the sun, and 
strong black shadow indicate Hansel and Gretel’s movement 
toward “the light.”
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u	On pages 50-51, Hansel and Gretel look like children again 
(especially Gretel). The woodcutter appears without his axe. why 
might the artist have chosen this change in representation? 

Hansel and Gretel do wish to return to their childhood innocence, 
despite their maturing encounter with the old woman. Their father 
and home represent childhood to them. Some may find it tragic 
that the children want to please their mother with treasures, even 
though she essentially sent them to their death. In this sense, we 
can still see a king of naiveté in the children, or a childlike opti-
mism at least.

Also note that in this page, almost everything is drawn in straight 
thick lines. why? 

Compare this with the curvy thick lines adopted to depict the 
forest. The straight lines are also featured on pages 10-11 and 
14-15. This allows the visual effect of the forest (and the ginger-
bread house) to stand in opposition. To the children, the home is 
“known,” so it seems more orderly, predictable, and linear. 

Lesson plan by Hsin Yu Chao
and Sasha Steinberg

Further Research
Practice CCSS W1-10: Students write opinion pieces and research projects.

3

W.4.1-10
W.5.1-10

CCSS:

u	 find another version of the Hansel & Gretel story. point out the 
similarities and differences. How does illustration style (or cinema-
tography, if a film) effect the overall mood and style of the fable. 
which version do you prefer and why?  

u	 Try to create your own Mattotti-inspired landscape using only 
black ink and a brush. pick a location of your choice and draw 
it it using only shadows. Make sure to think about line width and 
style (straight lines look more orderly, curvy lines more organic 
and confusing). present the drawing to the class for discussion 
and analysis.


