
Mark Twain’s \

River of Song



FOR YOUR PRE-SHOW WORKSHOP
The goal of the pre-show workshop is to support you in connecting
Mark Twain’s River of Song to the work you’re doing in your classroom. 

Depending on your interests, we will focus your workshop on one
of the two following subject areas:

1. The historical context of musical genres, instruments, 
and music on the river (see pages 11–12 for more info)

2. Storytelling skills and opportunities (see page 13 for more info)

Please let us know which of the above options you would prefer
to explore during our pre-show workshop in your classroom. 
Contact us at education@theatreworks.org

Here are the most important things to know:

•  The story follows Mark Twain and an ensemble of different types of 
characters on a journey from the Upper Mississippi River down to its
mouth at the Gulf of Mexico.

•  The play is made up of a series of short scenes interspersed 
between songs.

•  The music is a combination of traditional songs and original works.

•  Mark Twain, who serves as our narrator and guide, is one of 
American’s most famous authors, whose works include Tom Sawyer
and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

•  Much of the dialogue from the play is taken directly from Mark 
Twain’s writing.

•  The play is set during the middle of the nineteenth century, with 
scenes set before and after the abolition of slavery. 

Click here to listen to Dan Hiatt, the actor who portrays Mark
Twain, introduce the show: 

Video clip is 4:27 long, from the KPIX 5 program Bay Area Focus. 
https://sanfrancisco.cbslocal.com/video/4178091-west-coast-premiere-of-mark-twains-
river-of-song-comes-to-theatreworks-silicon-valley/
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STUDENT MATINEE DETAILS
The student matinee performance of Mark Twain’s River of Song will
be held on Thursday, October 24 at 11:00 am, at the Mountain
View Center for the Performing Arts.

The expected runtime is approximately 1 hour and 45 minutes, 
including a 15-minute intermission. 

Join us for the 20 minute post-show discussion with the actors.

THEATRE ETIQUETTE
If your students are new to live performances, here’s what they need
to know about how we behave:

•  We do not talk during the performance. Actors can hear you. 
It's not like watching a film or TV.

•  We are free to laugh, gasp, or otherwise respond to the action 
onstage. Actors are working with you—reactions are welcome.

•  We do not use cell phones. Screens are distracting to actors and 
audience members. Turn your phone off and put it away.

•  We do not bring food or drink in the theatre.Only water is allowed.

•  There will be one 15-minute intermission. We will have the 
opportunity to stretch and use the restroom during this period. 
Otherwise, we remain in our seats.

•  Q&A: Please ask questions prepared or on the spot. If you 
have a lingering question that wasn’t answered during the discussion, 
please email education@theatreworks.org. We would love to find 
you the answer!
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“The secret to 
getting ahead is 
getting started.”

Mark Twain

“Kindness is the 
language which the 
deaf can hear, and 
the blind can see.”

Mark Twain



SYNOPSIS
We are introduced to famed American author Mark Twain as he
reminisces about his childhood in Hannibal, Missouri (A), right along
the banks of the Mississippi River. We learn that the river is the 
center of life in his town, and that it was his childhood dream to 
become a riverboat captain. As a young man he talked his way into
an apprenticeship, and he set to learning all there was to know
about the river.

What follows are a series of short scenes paired with rousing music,
depicting life in communities up and down the river. First, we visit
woodlands in the north (B), where lumberjacks ply their trade. Travelling
downriver we come upon farmland (C), where hardworking people
grow crops to “feed us all.” We then turn our attention to the boatmen
themselves, who entertain us with tall tales and songs.

At the top of the second act, we hear personal backstories from two
ensemble characters. Rondrell tells us how he came to become a
leadsman, while Valisia recalls her former life as a slave (D), dreaming
of traveling along the river to freedom. Next we hear tales of gamblers
and con artists (E), songs of the river’s power, and dreams of escape. 

Twain addresses the audience again, explaining now that his career
as a riverboat pilot was cut short by the Civil War. Instead he became
a writer, basing his characters on the people he’d met along the 
Mississippi. We then see scenes from The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn brought to life as two ensemble members take on the roles of
Huck and Jim, rafting down the river toward freedom (A, F, G).

Finally, Twain reflects on his life. Knowing that his time is nearly done
he offers the audience some words of advice, as he waits for the
river to carry him home (H). 
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MAPPING THE ACTION

Hannibal, Missouri, hometown   
of Mark Twain and later, the 
start of Huck and Jim’s journey 
The northern woodlands of 
the Upper Mississippi, where 
our journey begins
Farmlands, where they “work 
all day in the hot Illinois sun”
Valisia’s character was a slave 
in Kentucky before fleeing 
northeast on the Ohio River 
Cave-In-Rock, Illinois, a hotbed    
of gambling along the Ohio
St. Louis, Missouri; Huck and 
Jim are impressed by the city 
lights as they float 
Cairo, Ohio, where the 
Mississippi River meets the 
Ohio River. Jim plans to float
downriver until he reaches 
Cairo, then travel north to the
free states
The Mississippi Delta, where 
the river meets the Gulf of 
Mexico. At the conclusion of 
the play, we hear “Dreaming 
of the Delta Tonight”
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ENSEMBLE:
1.   a group of musicians, 
actors, or dancers who 

perform together

2.  a group of items viewed 
as a whole rather than

individually

ENSEMBLE PIECE:
A play involving no 

individual star but several 
actors whose roles are of 

equal importance

Tony MarcusValisia LeKaeDan Hiatt

Rondrell McCormick Chic Street Man Dan Wheetman

CHARACTERS
Mark Twain is the only named character in the play. 

Five other actors make up the ensemble. This group of performers
embody a variety of characters throughout the performance, changing
personas from scene to scene, representing the many different kinds
of people you’d encounter traveling down the Mississippi River. 

Mark Twain’s River of Song is truly an ensemble piece. Members of the
ensemble are much more than just background characters—they sing,
tell stories, and play instruments to paint a picture of life on the river.
With their bodies, voices and actions, they create the world of the
show. Each performer has moments where they are the main focus,
and times when they’re supporting another actor’s story. 

Connections for Teachers and Students
•  As you’re watching the show, notice the different skills the actors 

bring to each character they play. How does seeing the same actor 
in many different roles affect what you take away from the show? 
How would you imagine the play being different if everybody only 
had one definite character?

•  In the first act, you’ll see Valisia as a lumberjack, then a farmer, then
a boatman. Later she’ll recount her life as a slave in the south, 
dreaming of escape on the river. Finally, she’ll embody Huckleberry 
Finn himself. Often she portrays characters who are male, and in 
the case of the Huck Finn scenes, she’s playing a white character 
in a scene that’s already racially charged. How does this affect the 
perspective and focus of the dialogue in those scenes? Why do 
you think the playwright and composer decided to fill those roles 
in this way?

THE CAST OF MARK TWAIN’S RIVER OF SONG

Dan Hiatt as Mark Twain / Photo Kevin Berne



GENRE STUDY: 
A SERIES OF VIGNETTES
Mark Twain’s River of Song is made up of a series of vignettes. 
A vignette is a short scene that focuses on one character, 
idea, or setting. 

The vignette format is different from a traditional narrative in that
there is no single, driving plotline. Taken as a whole, these short
scenes illustrate to the audience the wide swath of experiences lived
by people along the Mississippi during the mid-1800s, rather than
focus on the story of a single protagonist.

In this production, the same cast of actors show up in multiple 
vignettes throughout the play, but they portray different characters 
in each scene, living different lives in different places, connected 
only by the unifying theme of life on the river.

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Vignettes are not unique to the theatre—they are used in all kinds 

of art forms, including literature, movies, and television. Can you 
think of other example of works made up of short, self-contained 
segments? 

•   Why would an artist choose to present vignettes rather than a 
single narrative? How does this affect the story they’re telling, 
and what the audience takes away?

Valisia LeKae, Dan Wheetman, Tony Marcus, Rondrell McCormick, & Chic Street Man / Photo Kevin Berne
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A SPECIAL BRAND OF STORYTELLING
Combining music, oral storytelling, and history
Longtime collaborators Randal Myler and Dan Wheetman are master 
storytellers, creators of works that celebrate and illuminate the music
and cultural landscape of America, as well as a number of American 
musical icons. Together with three other authors they penned It Ain’t
Nothin’ But the Blues, a sung history tracing the roots of the Blues
genre, which made its way to Broadway in 1999, earned four Tony 
nominations, and was produced by TheatreWorks in 2009. Myler and
Wheetman also collaborated on Appalachian Strings, Fire on the Mountain
(TheatreWorks production in 2015), Low Down Dirty Blues, and Mama
Hated Diesels, all of which employ the duo’s unique format that weaves
together music, oral storytelling, and history in order to educate and
entertain. In addition, Myler is the author of the musical biographies
Hank Williams: Lost Highway, and Love, Janis, based on Janis Joplin’s
letters to her sister. Together, Myler and Wheetman also created Back
Home Again: On the Road with John Denver, about Wheetman’s time
touring with the legendary musician. 

Riffing on their signature format, Myler and Wheetman turned their 
attention to the literary world for Mark Twain’s River of Song. Interestingly,
both men had previously worked on adaptations of Twain’s most famous
novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The Actors Theatre 
of Louisville staged Myler’s adaptation in 1996, and Wheetman wrote
original music for a different adaptation at Book-It Repertory Theatre 
in Seattle in 2013. So perhaps it is no surprise that when Myler and
Wheetman decided to meander down the mighty Mississippi, they
chose America’s foremost humorist as their guide. As in their previous
works, Myler and Wheetman have collected a bevy of toe-tapping, 
traditional tunes, and supplemented them with original songs by 
Wheetman to help tell the story of “America’s first superhighway.” Much
of the dialogue from the play is spun from Twain’s own words, from 
familiar quips you may not have realized were Mark Twain’s at all to
some of the most iconic scenes in American literature. 

Mark Twain’s River of Song had its world premiere at Milwaukee Repertory
Theatre in January 2019. Theirs was a three-man, cabaret version of the
show in which one of the players switched in and out of Mark Twain’s
persona. In the months since, the creators have revisited the script, 
expanding it to showcase a spectacular six-person cast. TheatreWorks’
production marks the premiere of this new, fuller version. 

All together, Mark Twain’s River of Song takes audiences on the kind of
journey Myler and Wheetman have made their own, one that explores
America’s cultural landscape, bringing its people and stories to life in
brilliant song—not unlike the work of Mark Twain himself.
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Click here 
to hear from the 
creators, and catch 
a glimpse of the cast

in rehearsal!

Randal Myler

Dan Wheetman

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjk6gOjWeKI


MARK TWAIN
Mark Twain was born Samuel Langhorne Clemens on November 30,
1835 in Missouri. He spent his early childhood in Hannibal, a town
right on the Mississippi River, and dreamt of being a pilot on a river-
boat. At the age of 21, Clemens fulfilled his dream and began training
on the Mississippi. It was there that he created the pseudonym Mark
Twain—on a riverboat, “mark twain” is a term to mark when the depth
of the water is two fathoms, meaning the vessel is on safe water.

Unfortunately, Clemens’ time on the river was short, as river trade was
brought to a standstill by the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861. To find
work, he traveled west in the summer of 1861 to Nevada, where his
brother was Secretary of the Nevada Territory. After trying his hand at
silver prospecting (at which he failed), Clemens began working as a
journalist for a newspaper in Virginia City, Nevada, called Territorial 
Enterprise. Thus began his long career as the writer known as Mark Twain.

Working for newspapers took Clemens all over the world, and in the
next ten years he traveled from the Sandwich Islands (now Hawaii) to
the pyramids of Egypt, sending back reports on his adventures and
local culture as seen through his humorous eyes. His columns were
widely popular, valued for their humor and interesting observations.

In 1870, Clemens wed Olivia Langdon, with whom he would have
three daughters and a son. Sadly, Clemens’ son died at the age of 
two, but his three daughters survived to adulthood. After a short time
living in Buffalo, New York, the Clemens family relocated to Hartford,
Connecticut, where Mark Twain would pen his most famous novels, 
including The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn, and Life on the Mississippi. The family enjoyed many years of
prosperity while living in Hartford, but it didn’t last. A series of bad
business investments left the Clemens family destitute. Finally, in 1896,
the tragic death of the eldest Clemens daughter forced the family to
abandon Hartford permanently.

What followed was a dark time for Samuel Clemens, and it showed in
his work. Some of his anti-government writing between 1900 and 1910
was labeled as traitorous and many of his works were never published
during his lifetime. Clemens’ wife Olivia passed away in 1904, as did
his youngest daughter in 1909. In 1910, the legendary Mark Twain
passed away in Redding, Connecticut at the age of 74.

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Mark Twain’s work took him all over the world, which shaped his 

whole outlook on life. Have your students research Twain’s travels,
and discuss how exposure to different people and places affected 
his life and writing. 
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“Travel is fatal to 
prejudice, bigotry 

and narrow-mindedness,
and many of our people

need it sorely on 
these accounts. 

Broad, wholesome, 
charitable views of 
men and things can 
not be acquired by 

vegetating in one little
corner of the earth 
all one's lifetime.”

Mark Twain, in his travel 
book Innocents Abroad



TWAIN’S THE ADVENTURES OF
HUCKLEBERRY FINN
During the second act of Mark Twain’s River of Song, a portion of one
of Twain’s best-known novels, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, is
dramatized onstage. It is not necessary to have read the whole novel 
to follow the scenes in the play, though a general familiarity with the
story and the literary significance of the novel is beneficial. 

THE PLOT
Huckleberry Finn is a boy of about thirteen who flees his hometown of 
St Petersburg (based on Twain’s own hometown, Hannibal, Missouri) 
to escape the “civilizing” influence of his guardian, and to protect 
himself from an abusive, alcoholic father. Downriver, he joins up with
Jim, an enslaved man who is on the run to avoid being sold to a new
owner. Together the two travel down the Mississippi, headed for the
Ohio River where Jim plans to travel north to the free states. They share
many adventures and form a strong friendship along the way, despite
the fact that Huck has been conditioned to view slaves as property, not
people. In the end they receive news that Huck’s father is no longer a
threat, and that Jim has been set free.

MAJOR THEMES
Civilization and morality are central themes in the novel, as well as the
issue of race and slavery. The more time Huck spends with Jim, the
harder it is for him to believe that any man deserves should be denied
his own freedom.

TWAIN’S WRITING
Mark Twain is often cited as the first author to write in dialects—that 
is, he wrote the way his characters would actually speak rather than 
adhering to strict grammatical rules. His use of language allows the
reader to better understand the world in which the story is set, and 
also the place of each of his characters occupies in society. 

CRITICAL RECEPTION
Since its publication in 1884, The Adventures Huckleberry Finn has
been called crude, vulgar, and has frequently been challenged or
banned. It has also been widely celebrated, called the “best book
we’ve had” by Ernest Hemingway, the book from which “all 
American literature comes.” It is among the most frequently taught
novels in American high school courses. 

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Discuss how the performers in Mark Twain’s River of Song use 

dialects, and how that reflects Twain’s use of dialect in his writing. 
•   Everyone speaks with a dialect. Try writing out your own dialect, 

spelling words the way you pronounce them rather than the way 
they are meant to be spelled. Compare the phrase written in your 
dialect with the way it would be conveyed in “proper” English. 
What differences do you notice? What might that convey about 
you to someone who listens to you speak, or reads your dialect 
written out? Would their assessment of you be correct?

•   How many dialects are spoken in your family?

DIALECT:
Language used by the people

of a specific area, class, 
district or any other group 

of people. 
Dialect involves the 

spelling, sounds, grammar 
and pronunciation used 
by a specific group of 

people and it distinguishes 
them from other people 

around them.
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SETTING: THE MIGHTY MISSISSIPPI
TIME
In the program, it states that the setting is “The Timeless 
Mississippi.” Timeless often means unchanging, but in this case we’re
actually looking at a society in the midst of an era of change. During
the play we hear stories from both the pre- and post-Civil War eras.
The play isn’t confined to one particular moment in time, instead it
highlights the heyday of riverboat commerce on the Mississippi, from
the 1830s to the 1870s.

GEOGRAPHY
The Mississippi River flows 2,320 miles from Lake Itasca in northern
Minnesota to the Mississippi River Delta on the Gulf of Mexico. It 
borders or passes through ten states: Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, 
Illinois, Missouri, Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas, Mississippi, and
Louisiana. It is the second longest river in North America. It can be
broken up into three distinct regions: the Upper Mississippi (from 
its headwaters in Minnesota to St. Louis, where it meets the Missouri);
the Middle Mississippi (from its confluence with the Missouri River to
Cairo, Illinois, where it meets the Ohio); and the Lower Mississippi (from
its confluence with the Ohio River to its mouth at the Gulf of Mexico).

ECONOMY
The local economies all along the Mississippi relied on the river for
trade, travel, and entertainment. Without the river, the exchange of
goods and ideas would not have been possible. In the play we’ll see
farmers and lumberjacks who live in communities along the Mississippi,
and rely on the river to transport their goods. We’ll also meet several
characters who make a living working on the riverboats themselves. 

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Imagine you lived along the Mississippi River during the 

nineteenth century. What would life be like there? What kind of 
job would suit you? Write a journal entry from this perspective. 

•   Can you think of an example of something that might be 
considered the center of life in our society today? Is it a geological 
feature, or man made? What brings people together here?

10



MUSIC IN ITS CULTURAL CONTEXT
The Society for Ethnomusicology defines ethnomusicology as 
“the study of music in its cultural context.” 
Mark Twain’s River of Song is a prime example of ethnomusicology—
as the action of the play moves along the river, we are not merely
listening to the songs, but learning about the people and cultures
from which they are derived. 
As you watch the play, listen to the changes in the music as we travel
from the Upper Mississippi down toward the Delta. Take note of the
changes in style and subject, and consider how the music translates
to changes in the culture in those varying communities. 

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Some of the music you’ll hear in the play was written by 

Co-Creator Dan Wheetman. Other songs are traditional, dating 
back to the days of Mark Twain and earlier. During the second act, 
we hear the song “Follow the Drinking Gourd,” a traditional 
spiritual that was used on the Underground Railway, with encoded
instructions and a map to enable fleeing slaves to travel north to 
freedom. 
Watch Eric Bibb play the song by clicking below, or pasting this 
link into your browser:     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjBZEMkmwYA

After listening to the song, discuss with your class what they think the 
song is about. Then, click on the link below (or paste it into your 
browser) to find a detailed explanation of the lyrics, line by line. 
http://www.followthedrinkinggourd.org/What_The_Lyrics_Mean.htm
How does learning about the history and coded meaning in this song
change our experience of it? 
What might we learn about history and society though the music of 
different people, times, and places?
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MUSICAL STYLES ALONG 
THE MISSISSIPPI

Moving from North to South

Wisconsin – Polka

Minnesota – Jazz

Illinois – Jazz and Blues, 
which came up from the south

Iowa – Combination of 
musical influences, 

Blues and Jazz

Missouri – Country, Bluegrass, 
Folk, Gospel

Kentucky – Bluegrass and 
Appalachian-style Folk Music

Tennessee – Blues and Country

Arkansas – Folk and Country

Mississippi – Delta Blues 
(the style that started all 

other forms of Blues)

Louisiana – Many musical 
traditions, including Cajun, 

Dixieland, Jazz, Blues, Country, 
and Rock ‘n Roll 

http://www.followthedrinkinggourd.org/What_The_Lyrics_Mean.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjBZEMkmwYA


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RIVER
The Mississippi River plays an enormous role in Mark Twain’s River 
of Song. As a character it is omnipresent throughout the play, and 
as a symbol it represents the pursuit of freedom and a better life. 

THE RIVER AS A CHARACTER
Consider the following lines from the play:

She stands with her feet in the Gulf of Mexico
an’ spreads her two big arms—the Ohio t’ the east
an’ the Missouri t’ the west—an’ her tall proud head is
in the forests of Minnesota.

The Mississippi here is being personified--that is, it’s being 
described as if it were a person. At the time, the Mississippi River
was at the center of all aspects of life in the parts of the country it
flowed through, including the economy, travel, and transport of
goods and ideas. Though the river isn’t a human character, its 
influence is felt in every scene of the play. 

THE RIVER AS A SYMBOL OF FREEDOM
Though we meet many different kinds of people in the play, the river
offers each a path to freedom in different ways. For some it’s the
freedom to roam, to make their own choices, to make better lives
for themselves. For others, the river is literally a part of their journey
out of slavery. During the play, consider how these different types 
of characters (steamboat pilots, lumberjacks, farmers, boatmen,
gamblers, enslaved people, etc) are liberated by the river. 
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PRESERVING CULTURE THROUGH
ORAL STORYTELLING
In Mark Twain’s River of Song, in addition to singing and playing
music, the actors deliver monologues that illuminate the lives of
people living along the Mississippi before and after the Civil War.
We do not see their stories dramatized onstage, rather we hear
their words, and the action then unfolds in our minds eye. They are
engaging in an art form called oral storytelling, an ancient tradition
that dates back to the very beginnings of human language. 

Prior to widespread use of the written language, communities all
over the world passed their stories down orally, telling and retelling
them from one generation to the next. This tradition has helped to
understand the lives and preserve the culture of those who have
gone before us. 

Today there are any number of ways to chronicle our own lives
through stories, from private journal entries to blog posts to 
instagram stories. There is still something quite powerful, though,
about speaking your own words out loud, and in hearing someone
else’s story told firsthand. 

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   StoryCorps is a project whose “mission is to preserve and share 

humanity’s stories in order to build connections between people 
and create a more just and compassionate world.”
To that end, they’ve created an app that enables students to 
conduct and record an audio interview with an elder in their family
or community, and ultimately to upload the conversation to the 
Library of Congress’ American Folklife Center. In doing so, they 
learn more about their subject and their life story, and preserve 
their words for future generations. 
Click on the website below to learn about The Great Thanksgiving 
Listen, their annual project to connect high schoolers and elders 
in their family over the holiday season. Teacher resources are 
available on their website.
https://storycorps.org/participate/the-great-thanksgiving-listen/
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A VARIETY OF VOICES
In Mark Twain’s River of Song, the stories of many different types of
characters are woven together to form a more complete picture of
life along the Mississippi. Each actor portrays not one but many 
characters, widening the scope of the stories they can tell.
Similarly, there are dozens of different kinds of instruments played 
onstage during the course of the production. Each instrument has
its own voice, just as each character has its own story to tell.
Switching from one instrument to the next can help denote a
change in the story being told, and allows the performers to 
showcase a wider variety of musical styles found in different regions
along the Mississippi.

Connections for Teachers and Students
•   Imagine you were putting together a show like Mark Twain’s 

River of Song, but highlighting life in your own community. What 
stories would be told? What musical styles would be included? 

•  Consider the idea of an instrument as a voice. What kind of 
instrument would tell your story? Why? 
Project extension:Write a short monologue about your life, and 
find a piece of instrumental music to accompany it. Perform your
piece for the class. 

•  Take a look at the list of instruments in the sidebar. Notice that 
there are several different varieties of banjos, mandolins, guitars,
and violins. Though these instruments can be put into groups and 
categorized together, they are not all identical. How does this 
echo the way that we group and label people? What might be 
the benefit of listening to many individual voices from within a 
group, rather than hearing from just one?
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INSTRUMENTS USED IN THE PLAY

3 KINDS OF BANJOS:
Vega Tubaphone Banjo

J E Dallas Banjo
Ca. 1860 Fretless Banjo

2 MANDOLINS:
Dart Octave Mandolin
Herson A-5 Mandolin

6 DIFFERENT GUITARS:
1950 Gibson J50 Guitar

Ark New Era Dreadnought Guitar
Oahu “Nick Lucas” Guitar
National Resonator Guitar

Electric-Acoustic Slide Guitar
1938 Dobro Resonator

3 VIOLIN/VIOLAS: 
(Also referred to as fiddles):

Gemunder Violin
Beebe Violin

Unknown make/model Viola

OTHERS:
Harmonicas
Mouth harp

Dancing Dan/Limberman
Accordion
Tamborine
Washtub

Jug
Kazoo
Spoons

Penny Whistle L to R: Vega Tubaphone Banjo, Dart Octave 
Mandolin, Gibson Guitar, Gemunder Violin
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