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PRODUCTION STAFF

If you were stranded on a deserted island, what is the one book that you would want 
with you? If you could only watch one television show for the rest of your life, what show 
would it be? 

We have all thought about these scenarios. A fun get-to-know-you game, right? But 
the actual scenarios that these questions present is a scary one: What stories would you 
bring with you in the apocalypse? Would we want a story to remind us of our family? 
Something long, just to keep us occupied? Something meaningful to give us hope? Or 
would we want a comedy to distract us from the terror of any post-apocalyptic situation? 

Anne Washburn’s Mr. Burns, a post-electric play follows characters in an apocalyptic future 
where they choose to focus on The Simpsons—an unlikely choice for the surviving story 
of our time, but one that is remembered by many with nostalgia. Beyond pure comedic 
value, The Simpsons has always been a satirical representation of our world and popular 
media, a way to poke fun at things around us. It is understandable why a group of people 
living in the apocalypse would lean on this particular story to give them comfort, as a 
comedic way to relieve the tension or the absurdity of the world they now live in.  

In the midst of tragedy, with death and destruction as a regular occurrence, a divide 
arises between the necessity for meaning and frivolous entertainment. In the second 
act, Quincy exclaims, “Meaning is everywhere. We get Meaning for free, whether we like 
it or not. Meaningless Entertainment, on the other hand, is actually really hard.” Quincy 
is convinced in the aftermath of the disaster, humanity lacks additional meaning. This 
is a point that not everyone would agree with, especially in our current climate where 
without meaning, we seem to be losing an opportunity to make the ever-important 
difference that is always our goal. 

Our group is at an impasse, echoing a conversation that started all the way in Aristotle’s 
time about the social importance of dramas versus comedies. Whether human beings 
should create meaning in their art or not may be a moot point in the end as we have an 
innate need to discern meaning out of chaos. Studies have shown humans interpreting 
nonsensical stories with full plotlines, developed characters, and relevance to today’s 
culture.

In a 1944 psychological study, Massachusetts college students who were shown a short 
film featuring a triangle and a circle moving across a two-dimensional surface. When 
these students were asked what happened in the film, only one student wrote about 
geometric shapes. All of the other individuals created elaborate stories about these 
shapes, creating analogies about escaping bullies or a woman fighting off someone. The 
circle was “worried.” The circle and the little triangle were “innocent young things.” The big 
triangle was “blinded by rage and frustration.”

The great debate between creating meaning in our art or leaving it as frivolous 
entertainment reminds us of what the purpose of art at all is and why we do the things 
that we do. So, if you were on a deserted island, what is the one story that you would 
bring with you?

~ Trisha Mahoney, BFA4, Dramaturgy/Criticism
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A Ball is one night of dazzling energy, excitement, and elegance. It is a place where the 
mysteries of identity are examined under the bright lights, deconstructed and then 
put back together. For some, it is a true testament and homage to their identities. For 
others, it is a test of them and their supposed Realness, whether they could pass for their 
competitive category in the world. For all, it is a statement of artistry. 

But the Ball community is not solely built on one night. It is a life and a world around us 
that remains unseen. Houses, while involved in a competitive landscape, are built upon 
the foundation of family. Family is messy and complicated, yet we all crave the sense of 
belonging that comes with it.

A family is supposed to be the people who love us unconditionally for who we are. For 
the characters in Wig Out!, as well as many others, when this love does not come from 
their biological family, they must look elsewhere to find true acceptance. 

The Ball community was formed in response to this. Around 40% of homeless youth 
identify as LGBT. Queer young adults are expressing their identities and being shut out 
from their own families. A House often becomes the home that people are lacking, a 
place to learn, explore, and express your identity.

During a ball, you have the freedom to become anyone that you want to be, whether 
that is a rapper, a business executive, or a queen. But a home needs to have that freedom 
all the time. Because at the end of the night when the performance is over, it is your true 
self that remains. And a House is there to celebrate who each person is.

~ Trisha Mahoney, BFA3, Dramaturgy/Criticism

DRAMATURGY NOTE BIOGRAPHIES [cont.]

BIOGRAPHIES

Keith Illidge (Deity) MFA2/Acting. Theatre 
credits include Orpheus in Eurydice, and Actor 
#4 in We Are Proud to Present…

Tia Jemison (Fate) MFA2/Acting. Tia 
attended University of South Florida and 
double majored in Theatre Performance and 
Psychology. She is a professional Jazz Vocalist 
and Musician. Tia was in many shows in South 
Florida and won Broadway World, Tampa and 
Creative Loafing Critics choice for Best Actress 
2014 along with Best Original Short Play at 
The Theatre Tampa Bay Festival.  She is a 
proud member of Actors’ Equity Association.

Michael Morrow (Rey-Rey) BFA3/Acting. 
Michael is from Chicago, Illinois. His past 
works include We Are Proud to Present…,  
The Kid Who Ran for President, and A Lie of  
the Mind.

Skylar Okerstrom-Lang (Loki) BFA3/
Acting. Skylar is from Great Barrington, 
Massachusetts. Some of Skylar's other roles 
at The Theatre School include Rivers/Catesby 
(Richard III), Judson Moon (The Kid Who Ran 
for President), and Uncle Vanya (Uncle Vanya). 
This summer, Skylar will be at Interlochen Arts 
Academy, his alma-mater, to play the role of 
Edgar in King Lear.

Isaiah Rusk (Eric) BFA3/Acting. 
#ProtectTransKids. #BlackLivesMatter.

Sola Thompson (Fay) MFA2/Acting. Sola 
holds a B.A. in English from the University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee. Her Theatre School 
credits include the title roles in both Night 
Runner and Eurydice.

Nick Trengove (Serena) MFA2/Acting. Nick 
hails from California's Bay Area. Before 
coming to Chicago, he worked at several 
theatres in Berkeley, Oakland, and San 
Francisco. His recent credits include Hastings, 
Tyrell, and Richmond in Richard III (The 
Theatre School), Paris in Romeo and Juliet (The 
Theatre School), and Orin in The Little Shop of 
Horrors (Altarena Playhouse). 

Tarell Alvin McCraney (Playwright) is best 
known for his acclaimed trilogy, The Brother/
Sister Plays which include The Brothers Size, In 
the Red and Brown Water, and Marcus, Or The 
Secret of Sweet. Other plays include Head of 
Passes, Choir Boy, and Wig Out! Tarell’s script 
In Moonlight Black Boys Look Blue is the basis 
for the Oscar-winning film Moonlight directed 
by Barry Jenkins, for which McCraney and 
Jenkins also won a Best Adapted Screenplay 
Oscar. Among its many other honors, the 
film has won a Golden Globe for Best Drama, 
Gotham Award for Best Feature, NAACP 
Image Award for Best Independent Film, 
WGA Award for Best Original Screenplay, 
the Human Rights Campaign’s Visionary Arts 
Award, and 6 Independent Spirit Awards 
including Best Picture and Best Screenplay.  
Tarell has also worked on TV and film projects 
with Playtone, HBO, and Disney. He is the 
recipient of a MacArthur "Genius" Grant, the 
Whiting Award, Steinberg Playwright Award, 
the Evening Standard Award, the New York 
Times Outstanding Playwright Award, the 
Paula Vogel Playwriting Award, the Windham 
Campbell Award, and a Doris Duke Artist 
Award. He was the International Writer-
in-Residence for the Royal Shakespeare 
Company from 2008-2010, and a former 
resident playwright at New Dramatists.  He is 
an ensemble member at Steppenwolf Theatre 
Company and a member of Teo Castellanos/
D-Projects in Miami. Tarell is a graduate 
from the New World School of the Arts, The 
Theatre School at DePaul University, and Yale 
School of Drama, and received an honorary 
doctorate from the University of Warwick. As 
Professor of Theatre and Civic Engagement at 
University of Miami, he created a three-year 
program in partnership with UM, Miami-Dade 
County and the African Heritage Cultural 
Arts Center.  He was recently named the new 
Chairman of the Playwriting Department 
at the Yale School of Drama, as well as 
Playwright in Residence at Yale Repertory 
Theater.

Nathan Singh (Director) MFA3/Directing. 
Nathan recently directed The Children’s Hour, 
Next Fall, The Great God Pan, Women and In 
The Blood. He is a director from Los Angeles 

Vincent Banks (Venus) BFA3/Acting. His 
preferred gender pronoun ain't it/that, it's 
he/him - they/them if you're nasty. He has 
been flirting with drag performance off and 
on for three years, under the name Enamour 
Venée. Vincent credits the Center on Halsted 
for helping him to navigate his pansexuality 
and grow confident and comfortable in his 
androgynous aesthetic.

Michael Cohen (Lucian) BFA4/Acting. Michael 
was born in Bangkok, Thailand. After living 
in South Korea during early childhood he 
was raised in Kansas City, Missouri. Past 
productions at The Theatre School include 
Esperanza Rising, The Merchant of Venice, The 
Women Eat Chocolate, The Kid Who Ran for 
President, and Hedda Gabler. Last summer 
he made his Equity Membership Candidate 

debut in the Notre Dame Shakespeare 
Festival's productions of Pericles and The 
Tempest.

Matthew Elam (Wilson/Nina) BFA3/Acting. 
Matthew hails from Los Angeles, California, in 
the inner city neighborhood of Leimert Park. 
He started and finished his study of acting, 
singing, and dance at the Amazing Grace 
Conservatory in South Central, Los Angeles.

Kayla Forde (Faith) BFA3/Acting. Kayla hails 
from Washington D.C. Her previous Theatre 
School credits include Lungs (W), Molora 
(Elektra), An Experiment with an Air Pump 
(Ellen), Romeo and Juliet (Juliet), and Ike 
Holter’s world premiere play Night Runner 
(Cora).



3Michael Jordan in Lilliput

Dramaturgs Trisha Mahoney and Mariah Schultz talk with Michael Jordan in Lilliput’s 
playwright, Mickle Maher, about newly discovered countries, historians, and short 
basketball players. 

In your plays, you often draw from classical works. How do you integrate these 
works into the world that you are creating?
Almost without exception the works that I end up throwing into a piece are 1) works 
that I read when I was younger, and loved as only a young person can, and 2) works I feel 
no compunction about making fun of or egregiously misinterpreting, because a) I love 
them, and you always make fun of and misinterpret what (or who) you love, and b) all 
their authors are dead and can take it. 

I steal the parts that are helpful to my story and leave out the parts that aren’t.

Why were you intrigued by the story of Gulliver’s Travels?
Like most of my plays that fool around with some already existing text (which is pretty 
much all of them), I didn’t choose Gulliver’s until well into the process. So it’s not so much 
me being intrigued by it, but it being a good fit for what I was already on. 

Before Gulliver’s Travels I was looking at The King and I and Nixon in China as possible 
works to spin into a plot about an American basketball player playing in a foreign land, 
both of them being stories about a down-on-their-luck outsider (Anna, Nixon) going 
to an “exotic” country and discovering some success there among the natives. I think I 
ended up in Lilliput because, you know, those Lilliputians being so short and wanting to 
play basketball is such a stupid joke.

Which writers do you find yourself drawn to?
Usually ones who use way too many words to get to the point. Virginia Woolf, Cervantes, 
Shakespeare, Basho, etc.
 
How do you feel this play contrasts with your previous works?
That’s a hard question, because it makes me think about my plays like a critic or – even 
worse – a historian, so blech. I would just paraphrase Robert Altman and say “It’s all one 
play, man.”  That’s all I’ve been writing, one long play.

What is your favorite line from Michael Jordan in Lilliput?
“Brigadoon didn’t know what hit them.”

~Trisha Mahoney, BFA3, Dramaturgy/Criticism 
& Mariah Schultz, BFA3, Dramaturgy/Criticism

A CHAT WITH THE PLAYWRIGHT, MICKLE MAHER



Adaptations
When we think of Jack and the Beanstalk, we think of trading a cow for 
beans, Jack climbing a beanstalk that magically grew, and a giant waiting 
at the top to eat some delicious children. As you watch Compass’s play, 
you’ll see that it is a little bit different than the original story. 

These small changes make it an 
adaptation. An adaptation is when 
you take a text - a poem, a book, a 
movie, anything! - and you rewrite 
it and reshape it so that it is in a
new form. A lot of the popular 
children stories, books, and movies 
that we know are actually 
adaptations of a story that was told a 
long time ago! Beauty and the 
Beast is an example, the Disney 
movie is an adaptation of a French 
fairy tale. 

Jack and the Beanstalk is a short, English fairy tale that was first 
published in a book in 1807. This story is so short that Compass had to 
add to it in order to make it into the full play that you see tonight. One 
way to do that is to add to the storyline and add some characters, like 
Valentine and his daughters! Not only does this allow us to get more 
wonderful actors on the stage, but it also allows to make more of that 
original story! What is a story that you would like to adapt? 

Read More About It...
Check out CCD's website for 
more information on these 

topics and more! 

Also Check Out..
Trust Me, Jack's Beanstalk 

Stinks!: The Story of Jack and 
the Beanstalk as Told by the 

Giant  
by Eric Braun



What You Do For Love
When we think of our family, we often think of the people that we are 
related to. We might also think of other people who we are very close to 
and who take care of us. Both of these are examples of our family! The 
important part of a family is that they are the people that we love and 
look after. Just like the Jacks and their Cows! While the Jumping Jacks 
may not be related to the cows, they are all a family because they 
support and care about each other. 

Part of taking care of our family is that we sometimes have to make 
sacrifices for them. There are times that we have to give up something 
that is important to us so that we can do what’s best for the people that 
we care snpiy. 

This is never easy, and it’s natural to be sad to give up something you 
really like. The Jumping Jacks were distraught when they had to give 
the cows up, the cows were their best friends and also their livelihood! 
Without them, the Jumping Jacks cannot put on their show. But the 
Jumping Jacks gave the cows up because they were promised that the 
cows would be safe, happy, and with lots of food! The Jumping Jacks 
gave up something that was important to them to make life better for the 
people, or cows, that they love  We have to think like the Jumping Jacks 
did, about what is best for the people that we love.  

What is a sacrifice that you have made for your family? Has your family 
ever given up something for you?  



More Princesses & More Peas
The Princess and the Pea, the story that Peas and Harmony was based 
on, is only 382 words long. That is only 19 sentences! While that works 
really well for a fairy tale, it is a little short for a play. When Compass 
was working on creating Peas and Harmony, we knew that would need 
to be it a little bit longer than the original story.  

We had to make some changes to the 
original story to become a play, so 
we created an adaptation of 
Princess and the Pea. An adaptation 
is when you take a text- a poem, a 
book, a movie, anything! - and you 
recite it and reshape it so that it is 
in a new form.  

This particular adaptation even 
plays with the original story! While 
it follows a lot of the same plot 
points: a Prince is looking for a 
Princess and an unlikely match is 
found 

Read More About It...

Check out CCD's website for 
more information on these 

topics and more! 

Also Check Out..

Once Upon a Mattress 
A musical adaptation of 
Princess and the Pea! 

Check out the movie with 
Carol Burnett

        .  A Queen attempts to test this Princess with a pea under a 
mattress. But Peas and Harmony is a little different because they 
know the story of The Princess and the Pea. What story would you 
make an adaptation of? If the characters in your story knew about the 
original story they are based on, how would that change their new 
story? 



Those Sticks and Stones
We’ve all had our feelings hurt by the thing that people say or do. 
Sometimes people will do things that are hurtful to us, sometimes they
intend to but most of the time, they probably didn’t. Just like Princess 
Rose in Peas and Harmony, she didn’t mean to hurt the Queen’s 
feelings! She thought she was being helpful, but the queen didn’t know 
that and her feelings were hurt. 

What the Queen and Princess Rose needed to discuss was their intention 
versus their impact. While Princess Rose did not intend or mean to hurt
the Queen’s feelings, that was the impact, or effect that she had. If the 
Queen had told Princess Rose how her comment made her feel, then 
Princess Rose would have been able to explain earlier! 

In the end, we have to be responsible for our own actions and reactions. 
It is up to us to take the high road and talk to the person about how they 
made us feel! It will probably make you feel better after all. What are 
some ways the Queen might have been able to solve her problem other 
than what she did? 

Princesses Rule and Princess' Rules
In Peas and Harmony, the Queen uses the true test of a princess to 
disrupt Princess Rose's sleep. Besides being able to feel a pea 
underneath a mattress, there are some other things that a princess must 
do. Mostly they must have excellent etiquette, the rules someone must 
follow in order to be polite. For a princess, this means that they must 
curtsy to everyone with a higher title than them and they aren't 
allowed to spear their food on a fork! 



From humble beginnings, Anne Washburn has had her work 
produced nationwide. As the daughter of a painter, she was 
brought up in a creative home and quickly showed her aptness for 
great creativity as well. An alumni of Reed College and New York 
University, Washburn’s most notable works include A Devil at Noon, 
Apparition, 10 Out Of 12, The Internationalist, and The Communist 
Dracula Pageant. Washburn has also adapted Euripides’s Orestes and 
Iphigenia in Aulis. 

Washburn has been quoted in an interview saying that Orestes shaped her play, Mr. Burns, a Post-Electric 
Play. “Orestes is mayhem…It’s this mad and almost corrupt mash-up of the tragic and the comic and 
the ironic and the thriller-y, and has a more sophisticated command of tonal shift and just pure bravura 
entertainment than any contemporary play or performance text I know.”

In 2012, Washburn received a Drama Desk Nomination for Outstanding Production for Mr. Burns, a Post-
Electric Play. Washburn has also received a Guggenheim fellowship, the Herb Alpert Award in the Arts 
and Theatre, and the Whiting Award. Chicago has most recently seen her work with Theater Wit’s 2017 
production of 10 Out of 12.

~Mary Kate O’Gara

You are scientifically more likely to remember a potential danger if it is told to 
you in story form. It makes more of an emotional impact on you if you learn the 
story of your friend’s/cousin’s/nephew’s awful demise because of that dragon 
in that one particular cave in the mountain. Much more of an impact than if 
someone just told you to avoid that cave. This is because human beings use 
stories to convey information that is too important to forget. 

So how does Anne Washburn turn a three-act retelling of an episode of The 
Simpsons into a statement on the necessity of storytelling for survival? I’m glad 
you asked. The characters within Washburn’s play not only use the story of The 
Simpsons to distract themselves from their post-apocalyptic horror of a world, 
but as a way to regain the life that they had before. In a world where they have 
been thrust into horror, they use their stories to connect with each other in a way 
that they otherwise would not be able to do when they are unsure of where the 
next threat is coming from. Storytelling, whether a personal story or the 83rd episode of The Simpsons, has a 
habit of revealing the humanity in other people, a humanity that we tend to ignore in tumultuous times. 

This speaks to the strength and importance of those who create and spread stories. In the tumultuous times 
that we live in now, how do we find the humanity that many have felt that we have lost in this country? 
We have to continue to ensure that stories are told. They are a necessity of survival, after all. 

~Trisha Mahoney

14

In the Healy Theatre

Dramaturgy by  
Trisha Mahoney, BFA4/
Dramaturgy/Criticism

Mary Kate O’Gara, BFA2/
Dramaturgy/Criticismby Anne Washburn   music by Michael Friedman

  directed by Jeremy Aluma

Anne Washburn
(Photo from herbalpertawards.org)

a Post-Electric Play 

Survival Through Story 
Sponsored by

Get To Know Anne Washburn  



Trisha Mahoney:  How would you describe Mr. Burns in one sentence? 

Jeremy Aluma:  A post-apocalyptic play about humanity’s ability to survive 
through storytelling. 

TM:  What drew you to direct this particular play? 

JA:  I’m constantly checking in with my peers about what plays I should read 
and what plays I should direct. Last summer, I emailed five people I trust, and 
three of the five recommended Mr. Burns to me. So already, I knew I had to read 
this play. Everyone says it’s a great play. 

Then I sat down and read the script. I usually give myself two reads to figure 
out if I really love the play. The first read can be tough because I immerse 
myself in the story. I love stories and so I’m not always able to discern the 
merits of a play based on a first read. But with this one, I was just blown away from start to finish; I could 
not get enough of it. Stylistically, it was right up my alley because it’s very theatrical. It involves all the 
things I like to play with in theatre: mask, narration, ensemble, movement, high concept, and design. 

For me, both the troupe of actors (The Civilians) who helped Anne Washburn build this show and the 
group of people within the play, both have an ensemble feel, a team mentality, which is something I am 
fascinated by, have experimented with, and want to do more of. That sense of community — a group of 
people creating something together — is very important for me as an artist.  

TM:  Why do you think that this is an important story to tell now, in this season, in this school, 
in Chicago? 

JA:  It is important because we are questioning whether theatre has an impact on society or not. For the 
last eight years we have been somewhat complacent in the theatre. This is a huge generalization, of course. 
But I think we are now realizing theatre should and can have an impact on people and the world. Figuring 
out how we do that is our primary job. At least, for me it is. We’re not in an apocalyptic scenario, though 
we are beginning to see society tear apart, and we have to figure out how to put the pieces back together 
in a vision of what we want. As America splits at the seams, we have to figure out what is going to hold 
us together and how we are going to tell stories that help shape our future. It is an important thing for an 
artist to consider. 

As for location, what I like about Chicago is that it seems to be a mix of the right and the left politically; the 
city proper is pretty liberal, but the surrounding area is more conservative. I think that is somewhat unique 
compared to other major cities, like Los Angeles, San Francisco, or New York. I think we have to speak to 
everybody; we can’t just speak to like-minded audiences. If we are not actually doing anything, what is the 
point? 

TM:  What is your favorite line from Mr. Burns? 

JA:  “The whole world unfurls before me/ A great adventure lies before me/ I’m reaching out for 
everything/ I’m calling out to everything/ There’s nothing I’m afraid to be/ The world is new and 
glittery/ I run to meet it hopefully.” 

Bart is referring to a past when everything was doomed, nothing was possible. Then all possibilities 
open up. The world deteriorated, and somehow anything becomes possible. That sentiment, the idea that 
anything is possible, is one I live everyday. I’m an optimist at heart. I believe within the confines of how 
the world exists, we can make anything happen. I think Bart hits on this point beautifully. 
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Interview with the Director, Jeremy Aluma

Jeremy Aluma
(Photo from jeremyaluma.com)



Trisha Mahoney:  Could you explain the inspiration for this program?

Dexter Bullard:  When we imagined this ensemble project, no one knew how we’d 
find the material to suit it. At first, we selected a play with the right cast number 
and gender breakdown and hired a faculty or guest director to lead it.

I am a dedicated director of new plays, so the idea worked: what if a professional 
playwright got a commission to work on a new play, with no commercial pressure 
or reviews, writing the play based on the ensemble? Dean Culbert found the funds 
and now we offer the students a “tailor-made” play for them.

TM:  What are the benefits of the MFA production that you have seen arise in past years?

DB:  The biggest benefit by far is connecting the graduating actors, designers, 
technicians, stage managers, playwright assistants, and dramaturgs with the 
professional playwright and director. From these connections, Theatre School 
students have gone on to get paid work after graduation. From these connections, the 
professionals introduce our students to many others in the theatre network. Another 
benefit has been the inclusion of a “risk-taking” original show in our season. MFA directors and faculty directors 
often focus on well-known works; the MFA play is always fresh, today, and subject to controversy.

TM:  How do you feel the program ties into the overall mission of The Theatre School in training young theatre professionals 

with the ideas of diversity and equality at the forefront?

DB:  When we cast our plays, we often have to do so with color-blind, color-conscious or color-specific justifications 
for who plays who. Since the material is based on the composition of the graduating class, the MFA play is perfectly 
inclusive. Laura Jacqmin’s We Are Going to Be Fine had Vahishta Vafadari (MFA ‘15) as a lead character who was 
South Asian. This was the only South Asian role that that actor got to play while in our program.

TM:  What feedback have you received from students and faculty about the benefits as well as challenges that the program poses?

DB:  The student actors can feel “unmoored” in a new play. That’s to be expected, but they are very proud of the 
work. It is a critical training link to have actors put themselves fully into new work. I think, compared to our other 
offerings, the MFA production can seem rogue or unfinished, but that’s because a dead white man from years ago 
in another country (Shakespeare, Chekhov, etc.) didn’t write it and have the script pass the test of time and cultural 
expectation. Personally, I find new work always to be more interesting than “museum” plays. Others get anxious that 
new things might not  “work” or be “good.” I feel gesture is gesture, and art is art. At school we are not working for 
ticket sales or awards; we are working to find truth in ourselves and the now.

An Interview with Dexter Bullard, Head of Graduate Acting 
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MFA 17

Featuring the Class of 2017 Master of Fine Arts in Acting candidates in their final casting assignment. This 
world premiere production is commissioned from an exciting playwright and directed by a guest artist from the 

Chicago theatre community. It is presented as the final production in the Healy Theatre.

New Work at The Theatre School Dramaturgy by 
Trisha Mahoney,  

BFA3/Dramaturgy/Criticism; 
Mariah Schultz, BFA3/Dramaturgy/Criticism

World Premiere!   
Michael Jordan in Lilliput  
by Mickle Maher, directed by Erica Weiss

Dexter Bullard
(Photo by Andrea Tichy)



Playwright Mickle Maher chats with co-dramaturgs Mariah Schultz and Trisha 
Mahoney on the search for inspiration, binge-watching television shows, and the 
importance of drawing from classical works.

Mariah Schultz:  What interests you about theatrical arenas in our day-to-day life? 

Mickle Maher:  I put my characters into theatrical arenas that are not strictly 
theatre not because I find those arenas interesting, but because they’re funny and 
dramatic. Funny because duh, and dramatic because drama arrives best when there’s 
something in the room that resists its arrival. The whole point behind the not strictly 
theatrical theatre space of a Presidential debate, for example, is that the debaters (and 
moderator) are there to show how in-human, how undramatic, they can be. Laughing 
too loud is out. Crying is absolutely out. Saying what’s actually in their hearts and 
minds is way, way out. I just think most playwrights make it too easy on themselves 
and start in the burning building with the alcoholic dad beating off on his pile of dead 
babies or whatever. 

Trisha Mahoney:  You mention how the reason you are drawn to these arenas, like forums and 

public debates, is due to the opportunity for humor and drama. What opportunities for humor and 

drama do you see in the setting of your new play? 

MM:  So, this new play is set in a basketball post-game press conference. The pronounced thing that’s funny and 
potentially dramatic about sports reporters is that the person being questioned by the press comes in front of the 
cameras with a persona, a mask, a mask that is obvious to both the person wearing it and the ones they’re addressing 
(the press).

This distinguishes it from, say, a police interrogation where it’s not clear if the suspect is hiding something (masking) 
or not. It’s also different from a Presidential debate, where it’s clear everyone’s wearing a mask, but where there’s not 
a newly existing loss or victory hovering over the stage to highlight that mask’s ridiculousness. 

With the sports reporter we’re immediately in a kind of comedy of manners. It’s taboo to show too much emotion, 
whether you’ve won or lost, but especially if you’ve lost. You can look bummed, but you can’t cry. You can be sullen 
about a bad call that cost you the game, but you can’t start throwing chairs or screaming about it. Likewise, your 
language has to be (for some reason!) constrained: clichéd, platitudinous, and unrevealing. 

It gets dramatic where there’s an unspoken objective of the interrogating reporters: get behind that mask. Get it to 
drop. They (and most of us, the viewers) want to see some genuine pain (or joy) come out. So there’s an immediate 
tension and conflict — and the ultimate action of the reporter is the same as a good play: through their resistance, get 
the main character to know and speak their true heart. In a sports press conference this doesn’t happen so often. In a 
play, it’s the expectation.

MS:  What do you do to keep inspired throughout the process?

MM:  When I get enough sleep and read poetry, I do okay. When I stay up too late eye-vacuuming mediocre TV 
shows, not so much.  

TM:  What draws you to a certain work, such as Gulliver’s Travels, and how do you integrate them into the world that you are 

creating with your new work? 

Almost without exception the works that I end up throwing into a piece are 1) works that I read when I was younger, 
and loved as only a young person can, and 2) works I feel no compunction about making fun of or egregiously 
misinterpreting, because a) I love them, and you always make fun of and misinterpret what (or who) you love, and b) 
all their authors are dead and can take it.  

I steal the parts that are helpful to my story and leave out the parts that aren’t.

A Conversation with the Playwright, Mickle Maher
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Mickle Maher
(Photo by Joe Mazza)
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Dramaturgy by 
Trisha Mahoney,  

BFA3/Dramaturgy/Criticism

by Tarell Alvin McCraney directed by Nathan Singh

Cinderella in Chicago -  
A Short History of the Ball Scene 

The Grimm Brothers wrote the story of Cinderella in 1857, 
but people have always expressed a desire to don their 
glass slippers and ball gowns to have a ball. The queens 
from Tarell Alvin McCraney’s Wig Out! are no exception. 
The underground drag ball community in McCraney’s 
production is not fiction. Today, there is a thriving 
populace in Chicago that has a history reaching as far 
back as the infamous story with a midnight deadline.

In the earliest iterations of the ball in 1896, the aldermen 
team comprised of John Coughlin and Michael Kenna 
threw the “First Ward Balls” at the Chicago Coliseum. 
These balls were frequented by prostitutes, drag queens, 
and pickpockets, who began the festivities with a Grand 
March through the ward. Taking place in impoverished 
neighborhoods, these gatherings had be to held on 
Halloween and New Year’s Eve, the only times when 
it was socially acceptable to dress up as the opposite 
gender without fear of getting arrested.

In the 1930s, African-American business owners in 
Chicago began to host an increasing number of these 
events, with even more of a following. These events 
were particularly popular on the Chicago’s South Side. 
To those who attended, it was a trend-setting party that 
provided a cheap escape from rough day-to-day realities. 
To the rest of the population, these were explained away 
as costume parties, since a man dressing as a woman was 
still a punishable offense.

The most famous of these balls were run by Alfred 
Finnie, a gay Black man who began holding events in 
1935 in the basement of a Chicago South Side nightclub. 
These balls cost 25 cents to attend and became one of the 
most popular Halloween events of the South Side, with 
attendance of up to 1,000 people.

Slowly, the balls progressed from parties to competitions. 
The documentary Paris is Burning gives an in-depth 
look at the ball community in New York which was 
relatively unknown until the documentary’s premiere. 
Wig Out!, which was first produced in 2009, explores 
the same competitions with an increased focus on the 
familial aspect of the ball houses. In these modern 
balls, individuals are judged on “realness,” or how 
these Cinderellas could pass as princesses in everyday 
life. Contestants would walk, similar to a runway, in 
categories such as Business Executive Realness and Butch 
Queen, to demonstrate their fierce moves and killer 
personalities to win prizes and acclaim, with the ultimate 
goal of becoming legendary.

These princes and princesses by night have built a 
community that affords them the opportunity to express 
themselves and create a family. The drag balls, though 
still underground, are going on regularly today. Chicago 
has branches of many legendary families, such as the 
House of Ninja. For many in the Chicago area, this 
community has become a refuge where they are free to 
express themselves in any manner they choose, even 
after the clock has struck midnight.

Sir-Honey Davenport 
(Photo from Vogue It)

About the Playwright, Tarell Alvin McCraney
Tarrell Alvin McCraney, an alumnus of The Theatre School’s BFA performance program and the Yale School of 
Drama’s MFA playwriting program, has gained acclaim in the United States as well as internationally. Originally 
from Miami, McCraney has been an International Writer in Residence for the Royal Shakespeare Company, an 
ensemble member at Steppenwolf, and a resident playwright at New Dramatists. In 2013, McCraney was awarded the 
MacArthur “Genius Grant” Fellowship.



McCraney is passionate about writing plays that tell untold stories in African 
American history. He has said that for him, writing Wig Out! was “a way to 
explore how all marginalized communities — in an effort to thwart modernity 
or the center of societies — push out to the fringes and create hierarchies within 
themselves.” These themes prevail in his other works, including The Brother/Sister 
Plays, Choir Boy, Head of Passes, American Trade, and Again and Again.

Wig Out! was originally produced at the Sundance Theatre Institute and has since 
been performed at the Royal Court and Vineyard Theatre, where it received the 
GLAAD Award for Outstanding Play. As McCraney told Sophia A. Jackson from 
Afridiziak Theatre News, “Each play is different. With Wig Out! the idea was more of 
a way into a world we don’t think of. People would say that they didn’t know this 
world existed, so it was about bringing that world to theatre. It’s about dialogue 
and engaging people, and if I can bring forth issues that concern, make you go 
home and think, or make you angry, then I’ve done my job.”

Trisha Mahoney: How did you find Wig Out!, and what drew you to direct a production of it?

Nathan Singh: I didn’t find Wig Out!; it found me. I spent the last few years investigating 
plays within the LGBTQ cannon that told stories about queer people of color. There weren’t 
many. Only within the last fifteen years have a small handful of plays come out.  I knew I 
wanted to tell these stories because I often gravitate towards plays about individuals and 
communities who I don’t often see in theatre. I also knew that I wanted to spend my last 
production at DePaul directing a play that is a big spectacle in its vision but deeply human 
at its core. That pretty much sums up who I am as an artist. While reading it, I became 
really energized by its highly theatrical style and found it to be incredibly complex in its 
portrayal of identity and community.

TM:  Why do you think that this is an important story to tell now, in this season, in this school, in 
Chicago?

NS:  I am honored and excited that Wig Out! is included in this powerful and conversation-starting season. All the 
plays on the Fullerton Stage this season wrestle racial issues within contemporary America. Wig Out! adds to the 
conversation by tackling race through the lens of gender, sexuality, and queerness. This is a new type of play that 
shows us where the discussion about race and gender is going in the American theatre. 

TM:  It can be assumed that the regular theatre-going audience may not have an intense familiarity with the Chicago ball scene. 
What would you like your audience to gain from seeing this production?

I go to the theatre (and make theatre) to learn. And if I’m being entertained or having an emotional experience while 
I’m learning — that makes the perfect theatrical event. There is no other play, to my knowledge, that really educates 
people about the ball culture (or underground drag culture) than Wig Out! Besides the documentary film Paris Is 
Burning and a few limited resources, there is not a lot of information out there about this culture except first hand 
experiences from people who are part of that community. This play not only educates audiences about the history, 
rules, language, and lifestyle of ball culture but makes the information incredibly personal by having it come from 
specific members who are living within the culture. We are being educated about this culture by each member of 
the “House of Lights” family. Not to mention that the play helps us learn through the iconography of gay culture 
concepts like voguing, drag performance, camp, throwing shade, and so much more.

TM: This play deals with a very specific group of people: drag queens in the ball scene. What in this play will a wider audience 
relate to?

NS:  At its core, Wig Out! is about young adults finding their own identity within their family. It’s about people who 
are looking for love and acceptance; whether it be from their family, their culture or from themselves. We can all 
relate to this.
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Interview with the Director, Nathan Singh

Nathan Singh
(Photo by Ashley Singh)

Tarell Alvin McCraney 
(Photo from the John D. & Catherine 

T. MacArthur Foundation)
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Welcome, Teachers
Welcome to DePaul University’s Merle Reskin Theatre and the world premiere 
production of Night Runner, written by Ike Holter and directed by Lisa Portes. This 
guide is designed to help unpack what you and your students are about to experience  
onstage. Inside, you will find the following curriculum connections:

Education Station:
Curriculum connections linking the world of the play to the world  
of the classroom, featuring science, math, geography, and 
music academic curriculum and Illinois Learning Standards.

Guiding Light: 
Highlights of the major themes of the play.

Trail Derail: 
Fun activities to enhance the curriculum connections and provide 
hands-on learning experiences.

Agent Engagement:
Discussion questions to further conversation about the play and 
its themes.

The Theatre School at DePaul University believes that a trip to the theatre should last 
more than a day; it should be a memorable learning experience for life. 

Madison Delk, BFA2, Theatre Arts/Directing; BA Psychology 
Mary Kirwan, BFA3, Theatre Arts

Trisha Mahoney, BFA2, Dramaturgy/Criticism
Rachel Perzynski, BFA2, Dramaturgy/Criticism

*Please note: This production contains some explicit and 
objectable language that may trigger students. Keep an open 
dialogue with your students about this complexity.
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Welcome, Students

Passengers!
 
Listen up! Night Runner here. Before we get started, there 

are a few rules you need to know in order to get North.

 
Rule #1: It is important to stay quiet. If you talk you could 

miss out on some important information that might get you 

to safety, so no talking during the performance. Also, the 

actors on stage can hear all the words you say.

 
Rule #2: Don’t disturb your neighbors. Keep your hands to 

yourself, so you don’t bother your fellow passengers. They, 

too, want to get North so let them figure it out themselves.

 
Rule #3: No pictures or videos or texting. It may be 

tempting, but it’s prohibited during the journey. 

 
Rule #4: No food, no drinks, and no gum. They can have a 

powerful smell and can be messy. We don’t want anyone to 

pick up our scent or follow crumbs we trail behind us. So 

keep them wrapped up and put away. 

 
Now, Shhhh! It’s time for our passage to begin.

 ~Night Runner



5

Synopsis

Genre

In 1851, Cora and her brother, Marcus, are enslaved on the Davenport plantation. 
At night, Cora hears stories from Marcus about the Night Runner, a mysterious hero 
who helps the enslaved escape to freedom in the North. One day while the brother 
and sister are at work, Mr. Lexington, another plantation owner, comes and demands 
to take Marcus as payment for a debt. Heartbroken and alone because of her 
brother’s departure, Cora risks her life to find freedom. On her dangerous journey to 
the North, she meets the incredible figure from her brother’s stories, the Night Runner. 
Facing amazing obstacles, Cora must consider what freedom is worth.

Night Runner takes place in the southern part of the United States in 1851, when 
slavery was still a common practice. Though the place and time are true to life, the 
characters that we see on the stage are fictional, which means they are created from 
the writers’ imagination. While Cora, Marcus, Luke, and Mr. Lexington share a lot of 
similarities with true historical figures, they are characters only in our play.

Since the setting of the play is historical but the characters are created, this play is 
historical fiction. For example, the book Johnny Tremain is historical fiction. While 
characters in the book, such as Paul Revere, may be real people, other elements 
were written solely for the purpose of the book. Historical fiction allows us to learn 
about history in a fun and interesting way. 

Illinois Learning Standards: Common Core English. Determine central ideas or themes of a text; summarize 
key supporting ideas; read complex literary and informational texts independently and proficiently.

Captured Fugitive Slaves 
from the abolitionist book 

The Suppressed Book About Slavery! (1857)
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Raise Your Hand
“Raise Your Hand If” is a game that will get you thinking about the themes in Night 
Runner and what they mean to you. It’s easy to play! All you have to do is listen to the 
statements that begin with “Raise Your Hand If,” and raise your hand if the statement 
applies to you. Be ready to share why you raised your hand.

Raise Your Hand If... 
• You have ever had to be brave. 

• You have ever felt alone.

• You have been treated unfairly. 

• You have mistreated someone else.

• You had to make a sacrifice for 

 someone you cared about. 

• You were separated from a family 

member for a long time.

• You have a hero in your life. 

• You are part of a community.

Illinois Learning Standards: Fine Arts  27.B.2. Identify and describe how the arts communicate the similarities 
and differences among various people, places and times.

Fugitive Slaves 
history.com

Putting the “N” Word in Perspective
Words have the power to harm or heal people. The “N” word carries the 
weight of a long, violent history against Blacks around the world. In Night 
Runner, Mr. Lexington calls Marcus the “N” word to try to belittle him and 
make him feel like property. 

Originally, Spanish and Portuguese slave traders called the dark skin of the Africans 
“Negro,” which translates to “black.” As early as the 17th century, “Negro” evolved into 
the dehumanizing “N” word. With the rise of the U.S. anti-slavery movement in the early 
1800s, the “N” word gained popularity as a racist slur among people who opposed the 
freedom of enslaved Africans.

Today, we hear variations of the “N” word in hip hop songs and sometimes within the 
Black community. While some African Americans have chosen to disempower the “N” 
word by creating a  new narrative around it, many racists in the U.S. and around the 
world continue to use the “N” word as a tool of oppression and divisiveness.
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Illinois Learning Standards: Fine Arts 25.A.2b.  Drama: Understand the elements of acting, scripting, speaking, 
improvising, physical movement, gesture, and picturization (shape, line, and level); the principles of conflict/
resolution and theme.

Interview with the Playwright
Night Runner is a world premiere, which means that it is a brand new play. You will 
see the first public performance of the play anywhere in the world. DePaul University 
commissioned the playwright Ike Holter to write Night Runner. This means that DePaul 
funded the playwriting process to create a play especially for you to see!

Ike Holter is a 30-year-old African-American playwright from Minneapolis. He attended 
The Theatre School at DePaul University in Chicago. After college and a few years of 
hard work, Ike has become one of Chicago’s most promising playwrights. All this hard 
work paid off when he was named Theatre Chicagoan of 2014 by the Chicago Tribune. 
A couple of his plays, including Exit Strategy, have been performed off-Broadway in New 
York City.

Rachel Perzynski, the dramaturg of Night Runner, interviewed Ike. As a dramaturg, 
Rachel’s job is to research things about the play and become an expert on the script. 

Rachel Perzynski: What drew you to 
playwrighting?

Ike Holter: I like to write what I’m not seeing.

Rachel: What are the challenges 
of writing a play?

Ike: It’s difficult to find the right chemistry 
with actors, directors, designers, and story, 
but when those things come together, 
it’s great to be in the room where it happens.

Rachel: What inspired you to write Night Runner?

Ike: I was always looking for empowering, awesome stories about people taking a stand 
during slavery. It’s important to know that there were unspoken heroes who sacrificed a 
lot to make sure we got to where we are today.

Rachel: Why tell this story now? 

Ike: If we forget what happened, we’re doomed to repeat it.

Playwright Ike Holter 
Ross Feighery Photography
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You Have Lots of Friends 
You Don’t Even Know

There are a lot of people who are willing to help you, who you may not know. These are 
people who share your same beliefs and share your goals. They are usually willing to 
give you a hand when you need it. In Night Runner, Cora discovered that there was a 
group of people who believed that slavery was wrong. They were called abolitionists, 
and they were willing to give Cora and the Night Runner a place to stay and food to eat. 
Because of the people who were willing to help them along the path to freedom, Cora 
and the Night Runner were able stay safe.

You could have lots of people like this in your life that you don’t even know yet! Think 
about your teachers; before this year they did not even know you, but now they are 
invested in helping you learn and grow! They are going to help you on this path to 
knowledge. Just like Cora, you should not be afraid to ask people for help if you need it 
because there are lots of people who want to see you succeed. 

1. Are you a member of a group that shares similar interests and goals?

2. How have these people helped you grow and learn?

3. Do you know any communities that are working towards a common 

goal? How do these communities help people?

Bravery Requires Practice

Being brave is difficult, and it takes a lot of effort. But being brave only once and then 
forgetting about it isn’t enough. For Cora, if she was only brave once, she would not 
have escaped. Cora’s journey was hard, full of many challenges she had to face, and 
there were moments when she wanted to give up. But she knew that once she made 
it North, all of her bravery would be worth it. Bravery helps us because every time we 
are brave, scary things get a little easier. With lots of practice, they won’t seem as scary 
anymore! 

1. What’s something scary that you have had to do multiple times?

2. How did you feel after doing something scary?

3. Who else in Night Runner was brave and how?

4. Who’s the bravest person you know? How is this person brave?
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Illinois Learning Standards: Social Science SS.H.3.5. Explain probable causes and effects of events and 
developments in U.S. history.

Language of the 
Underground Railroad

With the help of the Underground Railroad, Cora is able to escape slavery. 
Beginning in the early 19th century, this secret or “underground” movement helped 
an estimated 100,000 enslaved Africans out of about four million reach freedom in 
the North. 

The Underground Railroad was a loosely 
organized network of free African Americans 
and abolitionists. The abolotionists who 
became agents of the Underground 
Railroad disobeyed state and federal laws 
that required citizens to assist slave owners 
capture runaways. The abolitionists who 
operated the route used the vocabulary 
of the railroad to disguise its illegal 
activity. Runaway slaves were called 
passengers. Stationmasters fed and 
sheltered runaways in their homes, also 
called stations or depots. Conductors, like the 
Night Runner, guided fugitives between stations or 
provided transportation. 

Levi Coffin Safe House in Indiana
nps.gov

1895 portrait of  
Harriet Tubman

nps.gov

Harriet Tubman is the most well- known of all the 
Underground Railroad’s conductors. After she escaped 
from slavery, Ms. Tubman made 19 trips into the South 
and guided over 300 slaves to freedom. She herself 
once said, “I never run my train off the track, and I never 
lost a passenger.”
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Cora is an important female heroine because she does not sit back and let someone 
save her. As an enslaved African, she had no rights and no power. She had no 
control over what happened in her life. As soon as she understood the gravity of 
this implication, she fought for her liberation. By risking her own life against all odds, 
Cora created her own opportunity to break free from the cycle of slavery. Of course, 
she was also open to the help of Night Runner and others who were a part of the 
Underground Railroad to help her get to the freedom of the North.

A real life example of a young girl who took her future 
into her own hands is Malala Yousafzai. Malala is a 
Pakistani activist who fights for education rights for 
girls and for women’s equality. At 17-years-old, she 
is the youngest recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. 
Malala lived in an area of the world where girls were 
once banned from going to school. Despite being 
shot three times by the Taliban, Malala survived and 
has never stopped fighting for what she believes in. 

Malala and Cora are very similar. They both remind 
us that with hard work and determination you can accomplish 
anything. If you are faced with a negative situation, you 
can learn to take control of it and benefit  from it. You alone 
have the power to change your own fate and make your dreams come true. If you 
persevere, you have the ability to accomplish anything that you set your mind to. 

Taking Your Future 
Into Your Own Hands

1. What’s one of your dreams that you want to accomplish? How are you 

going to make that dream come true?

2. Do you know someone who has been empowered to take his or her life 

into his or her own hands?

3. When have you faced an obstacle in accomplishing your goal? How did 

you overcome these obstacles? 

Malala Yousafzai 
abclocal.go.com



1.   What are some things that you do to help people?
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Illinois Learning Standards: Common Core English. Prepare for and participate in a range of conversations 
with diverse partners; produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization and style 
are appropriate to task, purpose and audience; conduct research projects based on focused questions.

Interview a Hero
To Cora and many fugitive slaves, the Night Runner is a hero. Just like Wonder Woman 
or Spiderman, the Night Runner works to save people! Even though the Night Runner 
may not seem like she has superpowers, she is a superhero because of the good 
deeds that she does for others. Heroes are in our everyday world, and they are all 
around you! 

Name someone in your life who is a hero. It could be anyone that you look up to, who 
you consider brave, and who you want to be like! Interview this person with these 
questions and learn how you can be a hero, too!

2.    How do you overcome obstacles to accomplish your goals? 

3.  How does a person become a hero like you? 

4.   Why is it important to become a hero? 



12

The Secret’s in the Song
Enslaved Africans used songs to send messages to each other while they lived on 
plantations and while traveling on the Underground Railroad. Many slave owners listened 
when the enslaved talked to each other to make sure they weren’t making plans to 
escape. But if the enslaved Africans were singing, they thought that it was just a song!

Harriet Tubman used songs to send messages to her passengers. When Ms. Tubman 
went ahead to scout out the area, she would have her entire group hide until she came 
back. They would know if it was safe to come or not out based on the song that she sang. 
For example, Harriet Tubman used the song Wade in the Water as an instruction to do 
exactly that, get in the nearest water. It meant that somewhere nearby there were slave-
catchers with dogs. 

Below is a song, Follow the Drinking Gourd, which contained directions for the enslaved 
on how to escape. On the left of the page are the lyrics to the song and on the right are the 
secret meanings hidden in the song!

       SONG LYRICS        SECRECT MEANING 
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Illinois Learning Standards: Common Core English. Apply knowledge of language to understand how it 
functions in different contexts; write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events.

The Secret’s in the Song (cont.)

Now, write your own song with a secret meaning! In the left column, write the lyrics to 
the song and in the right column, write the secret meaning that those lyrics have. Make 
sure it has a chorus, which is the part of a song that is repeated after each verse, 
typically by more than one singer. In Follow the Drinking Gourd, the phrase: “Follow the 
drinking gourd” is the chorus. You will also need different verses, which are the lyrics 
of the song that are different every time. In Follow the Drinking Gourd, every other line 
is a different verse. Verses typically have similar rhythm and are sung in the same way 
but contain different words. Once you are done, share your song and tell a friend what 
it means. Now you have a new secret code! 

     SONG LYRICS        SECRECT MEANING
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Journey to Freedom
Imagine walking the entire distance of Chicago Transit Authority’s 
Red Line train route, from 95th/Dan Ryan to Howard. The 21.3- 
mile walk would take approximately 7 hours for an average, 
healthy adult. The passengers of the Underground Railroad would 
travel this distance every night in order to reach the next station 
before the morning light.

The journey North was difficult for many more reasons than the length of travel.
The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 enforced the capture and return of runaway slaves. 
The law motivated the slave catchers to turn in escaped slaves by offering them $10 
($284 in today’s dollars) per person. Because bounty hunters wanted as much money as 
possible, they would capture freed slaves and sell them back into slavery.

To make a safer, stealthier journey, passengers would travel at night. The trail to 
freedom was often an indirect route, so it would be harder to track – especially when 
men used bloodhounds to track their scent. Just because a state was “free” did 
not mean runaway slaves were safe from being sold back into slavery. Sometimes 
passengers went as far north as Canada to ensure their freedom.

There were two popular ways Cora and the Night Runner might have traveled from the 
South to the North. One route would have consisted of crossing either the Mississippi 
or the Ohio River. The width of the Mississippi River could be as far as seven miles. 
The other travel route went either through or around the Appalachian Mountains. This 
journey would be physically taxing on a nice day; imagine how difficult travel would be in 
the wintertime or during a thunderstorm!

Mapping Cora’s Travels
Help track the Night Runner and Cora’s route to Freedom! 
Use the map on the next page to answer the following questions:

1. Cora and the Night Runner begin their journey in Alabama. They want to travel North 
to freedom. Following the map, name three states along the arrow that they would 
pass through.

2. Cora and the Night Runner plan to travel from Tennessee to the Canadian Border. 
What are two routes that they could take to get there?

3. If Cora and the Night Runner started their journey in Georgia, would they travel North 
or South to find freedom?

4. Cora and the Night Runner plan on traveling from Virginia to Canada. The distance 
of the journey is 698 miles. If they traveled 20 miles each night, how many nights 
would it take to get to freedom?

5. Cora gets a sprained leg and can only travel 10 miles a night. How many days will it 
take them to go from Virginia to Canada now?
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Illinois Learning Standards: Social Science SS.G.1.4. Construct and interpret maps of Illinois and the 
United States using various media.

Mapping Cora’s Travels (cont.)

Underground Railroad Routes
bu.edu



The North Star is called Polaris. It is the brightest star in the sky and acted as the guiding 
light to help point enslaved Africans North to freedom. If you travel to the North pole and look 
up, the North Star will be above you. You can always find the north by first finding Polaris.

Ursa Major is a star pattern but it is not a constellation, despite 
popular belief. It is considered an asterism. This particular star pattern 
can be seen on a clear summer night sky. It is commonly known as 
“The Drinking Gourd” or “The Big Dipper.” It can also be used to find 
the North Star. 

Ursa Minor is also known as the “Little Dipper.” It is another asterism 
which forms the image of a little bear cub. Ursa Minor helped slaves in 
the South reach the North.
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Illinois Learning Standards: Science 5.Space Systems. Stars and the Solar System. Apply scientific inquiries or
technological designs to introduce concepts that explain planetary, interplanetary and stellar characteristics 
and cycles.

Constellations and the 
Northern Star

In Night Runner, Cora is told to follow the North 
Star. The North Star is part of an asterism, a 
group of stars that make a pattern similar to a 
constellation but is not an official constellation.  
A constellation is also a group of stars that 
make a pattern and picture in the sky. These 
constellations would have been important for 
Cora to know because they were used to help 
in navigation! Constellations often have stories 
associated with them, typically from African 
culture and Greek mythology. Here are some of 
the constellations that Cora would have known:

A Constellation 
danteswardrobe.blogspot.com

dreamstime.com

dreamstime.com
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Knowledge Crossword

ACROSS
2. Cora would be called a ________, the secret code for a 

runaway slave.
3. A person who helps the play process by completing 

research for the show.
5. One of the rivers slaves had to cross to the North.
7. The first time a play is ever produced
8. A ____ is a place where passengers on the 
 Underground Railroad could sleep for the night.
9. Harriet Tubman was a famous ______ of the 

Underground Railroad.
11. Official clusters of stars
12. The mountain range that was an obstacle for the 

runaway slaves
13. A law passed in 1850
14. An example is William Still, who supported the Anti-

Slavery movement
15. Another term for “station”
16. A fugitive song hidden with secret meaning

DOWN
1. The secret movement to help  

slaves find freedom in the north
2. Ike Holter is the ______ of Night

Runner
4. A story that is made up, but

based on historical events
6. Someone who provided food and

shelter to passengers on their
journey

10. The type of star pattern the   
 North Star is part of



Constellations
• https://kidskonnect.com/science/stars- constellations/
• http://www.astro.wisc.edu/~dolan/constellations/constellations/Ursa_Minor.html
• http://maps.seds.org/Const/asterism.html
• http://www.dustbunny.com/afk/constellations/bigdipper/
Underground Railroad
• http://nationalgeographic.org/activity/underground- railroad- route/
• http://quest.arc.nasa.gov/ltc/special/mlk/gourd2.html
• http://nationalgeographic.org/activity/underground- railroad- route/
• http://www.pbs.org/black- culture/shows/list/underground- railroad/classroom/hidden- messages- 

spirituals/
• http://pathways.thinkport.org/secrets/
• http://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/theater/ct- ae-chicagoan- theater- 20141225- column.html

19

Webliography

Answer Key

Bibliography
Hillstrom, Laurie Collier. Defining Moments: The Underground Railroad. Detroit: Omnigraphics,
 2015. Print.

Kashatus, William C. In Pursuit of Freedom: Teaching the Underground Railroad. Portsmouth,
 NH: Heinemann, 2005. Print. 
 
Rahman, Jacquelyn. The N Word: Its History and Use in the African American Community. Journal of   
 English Linguistics. 40.2 (2012). Print.

Mapping Cora’s Travels (p. 14-15)

1.        a. Wisconsin
b. Illinois
c. Ohio
e. Michigan
f. Wisconsin
g. Wisconsin
h. Minnesota

2. a. Through Kentucky, West Virginia,    

        Pennsylvania to Canada 

     b. Through Kentucky, Illinois, Indiana 

     c. Through Kentucky, Illinois, Wisconsin

     d. Through Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio 

3. You could go either North or South 

4. 34.9 days

5. 69.8 days

6. 18 miles a night

Knowledge Crossroad (p.18)

Across:

2. Passenger

3. Dramaturg

5. Mississippi River

7. World Premiere

8. Station

9. Conductor

11. Constellations

12. Appalachian Mountains

13. Fugitive Slave Law

14. Abolitionist

15. Depot

16. Follow the Drinking Gourd

Down:

1. The Underground   

Railroad

2. Playwright

4. Historical Fiction

6. Stationmaster

10. Asterism



2016-2017 Chicago Playworks Season

at DePaul’s Merle Reskin Theatre, 60 E. Balbo Drive, Chicago

The Kid Who Ran for President
by Jeremiah Clay Neal, from the book by Dan Gutman

directed by Ernie Nolan

recommended for ages 6 and up

October 6 - November 12, 2016

Tuesdays at 10 a.m.:  10/11, 10/18, 10/25, 11/1, 11/8     

Thursdays at 10 a.m.:  10/6, 10/13, 10/20**, 10/27, 11/3^, 11/10  

Fridays at 10 a.m.:  10/21, 11/4+

Saturdays at 2 p.m.:  10/8, 10/22, 10/29**, 11/5+, 11/12;  Sunday at 2 p.m.:  10/16

Night Runner
by Ike Holter

directed by Lisa Portes

recommended for ages 9 and up

January 12 - February 18, 2017

Tuesdays at 10 a.m.:   1/17, 1/24, 1/31, 2/9, 2/16 

Thursdays at 10 a.m.:  1/12, 1/19, 1/26**, 2/2, 2/9^, 2/16   

Fridays at 10 a.m.:  2/3, 2/10+

Saturdays at 2 p.m.:  1/14, 1/21, 1/28, 2/11+, 2/18;  Sunday at 2 p.m.:  2/5**

Cinderella: the Remix
book and lyrics by Psalmayene 24, music by Nick tha 1Da

directed by Coya Paz

recommended for ages 5 & up

April 20 - May 27, 2017
 

Tuesdays at 10 a.m.:  4/25, 5/2, 5/9, 5/16, 5/23 

Thursdays at 10 a.m.:  4/20, 4/27, 5/4^, 5/18**, 5/25   

Fridays at 10 a.m.:  4/28, 5/12

Saturdays at 2 p.m.:  4/22, 4/29, 5/6**, 5/13 ~, 5/27;  Sunday at 2 p.m.:  5/21+

+ASL/American Sign Language Interpreting        **Post-Show Discussion
 

^Audio Described Performance                 ~ Sensory Friendly Performance
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