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More Singular Sensations!

Today’s Focus
You will know: 
• Creative team, critical reception, and enduring popularity of Big 

River (1985) 

• Basic plot and characters of Mark Twain’s 1885 novel 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

• Variety within Roger Miller’s score, both in song types and in 
lyrical inventiveness 

You will appreciate: 
• How William Hauptmann solved the challenges of adapting Twain’s 

sprawling novel for the stage, particularly those of narration, point 
of view, number of characters and putting a river on stage  

You will speculate on: 
• Why this musical was such a hit in the mid-1980s 



Some Considerations in Adapting 
Narrative Fiction to the Stage

• Length and complexity of the book: 
• number of characters, subplots 
• number of scenes and different settings 

• Narrative voice: 
• regional dialects, offensive language 

• Point of view:  
• first person, third person, omniscient 

• Can the theme be dramatized?

Mark Twain (1835-1910)

Picaresque novel • Set along Mississippi River in 1840s • Uses regional dialect 
throughout • Initially considered a children’s book • Often regarded as “Great 
American Novel” • Criticized for coarse language & racial epithets 

US publication date: 1885



Big River (1985): Creative Team 
• Producers: Rocco Landesman, Heidi Landesman, 

Rick Steiner, M. Anthony Fisher, and Dodger 
Productions 

• Book: William Hauptman (based on Mark Twain’s 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn) 

• Music & Lyrics by: Roger Miller  
• Production Staged by: Des McAnuff 
• Choreography by: Janet Watson 
• Scenery by: Heidi Landesman 
• Costumes by:  Patricia McGourty 
• Lighting by: Richard Riddell 
• Sound by: Otts Munderloh 
• Cast: Daniel H. Jenkins, Ron Richardson, Bob 

Gunton, René Auberjonois, Susan Browning, John 
Goodman, Jennifer Leigh Warren 

PERFORMANCES: 1,005 (~2.5 years)

Big River (2003): Creative Team 
• Producers: Roundabout Theatre Company and 

Deaf West Theatre 
• Book: William Hauptman (based on Mark Twain’s 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn) 
• Music & Lyrics by: Roger Miller  
• Directed & Choreographed by: Jeff Calhoun 
• Scenic Design by: Ray Klausen 
• Costume Design by:  David R. Zyla 
• Lighting Design by: Michael Gilliam 
• Sound Design by: Peter Fitzgerald 
• Cast: Tyrone Giordano, Michael McElroy, Daniel H. 

Jenkins, Michael Arden, Walter Charles, Phyllis 
Frelich 

PERFORMANCES: 67



William Hauptman (1942-)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 
• Born in Texas; received BFA in drama from 

University of Texas 
• Earned MFA from the Yale School of Drama 

(where he met Rocco Landesman) 
• Plays have been produced by the Public 

Theater, Seattle Rep, The American 
Repertory Theatre, and numerous other 
companies 

• Articles and stories have been published 
in The Atlantic Monthly, Playboy and 
The Best American Short Stories 
series  

• His book for Big River won the Tony 
Award for Best Book of a Musical in 1985

Roger Miller (1936-1992)
CAREER HIGHLIGHTS: 
• Singer-songwriter known for his novelty 

songs and country hits “King of the Road,” 
“Dang Me,” and “England Swings” 

• After serving in the Army he began his 
songwriting career in the late 1950s 

• Began recording his songs in the 1960s 

• Wrote and performed several songs in 
Disney’s animated Robin Hood (1973) 

• Earned 11 Grammy Awards 

• Won Tony Award for Best Original Score 
(Big River, 1985) 

• Inducted into the Country Music Hall of 
Fame in 1995



Roger Miller: King of the Road  
Directed by Bayron Binkley & Dennis M. Hedlund 
Narrated by Waylon Jennings • 1996 • [15:23]

Big River: The Songs

ACT I: 
• “Do Ya Wanna Go to Heaven?” 
• “The Boys” 
• “Waitin’ for the Light to Shine” 
• “Guv’ment” 
• “Hand for the Hog” 
• “I, Huckleberry Me” 
• “Muddy Water” 
• “The Crossing” 
• “River in the Rain” 
• “When the Sun Goes Down in 

the South”

ACT II: 
• “The Royal Nonesuch” 
• “Worlds Apart” 
• “Arkansas” 
• “How Blest We Are” 
• “You Oughta Be Here with Me” 
• “How Blest We Are (Reprise)” 
• “Leavin’s Not the Only Way to Go” 
• “Waitin’ for the Light to Shine 

(Reprise)” 
• “Free at Last” 
• “River in the Rain (Reprise)”

https://youtu.be/fBRPRZ7YahU?si=lu9yQ5UqoqI42J1s


Big River: Story & Scenes

Huck (center) is enjoined by the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson to change his ways in “Do Ya 
Wanna Go to Heaven.” Jim is behind Huck, and Mark Twain observes from stage left.  

[Daniel H. Jenkins and the original Broadway cast  of Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]

Big River: Story & Scenes

Pap reclaims his son Huck from the clutches of the Widow Douglas and expounds on the evils of 
“Guv’ment.” Later, in a drunken rage, he tries to kill Huck, who runs away. 

[John Goodman & Daniel H. Jenkins • Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]



Big River: Story & Scenes

Huck meets up with Jim, who has run away because he overheard Miss Watson talking about 
selling him “downriver,” separating him from his wife and children. Together they head out  on a 
raft for Cairo, Illinois, singing “Muddy Water.” 

[Ron Richardson & Daniel H. Jenkins • Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]

Big River: Story & Scenes

Huck & Jim meet up with two scoundrels who introduce themselves as the Duke of Bridgewater 
and the long lost “Dauphin” of France (Louis XVII). Together the King and the Duke bring trouble. 

[Bob Gunton (King) and René Auberjonois (Duke) • Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]



Big River: Story & Scenes

To get money fro local people on shore, the King and the Duke put on a show, including an 
appearance by the “Royal Nonesuch>” 

[Bob Gunton (King) and René Auberjonois (Duke) • Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]

Big River: Story & Scenes

Another con by the Duke and the King involves stealing money from a grieving family. Here Huck 
and Mary Jane Wilks, the daughter of the deceased, share a moment: “Leavin’s Not the Only Way 
to Go.” Huck foils the criminals. 

[Daniel H. Jenkins and Patti Cohenour (Mary Jane) • Big River • 1985 • Photo by Martha Swope]



• “The best musical of the season!” (Brendan Gill, The New 
Yorker)  

• “A rousingly good show and an intelligent, spiritually faithful 
adaptation of the book. William Hauptman has carved a 
smoothly flowing narrative out of the book.”(Richard 
Hummler, Variety) 

• “Hauptman has done an amazing job in condensing Mark 
Twain’s picaresque narrative into a narrow theatrical frame. 
Big River is a considerable joy. And then some.” (Kevin 
Kelly, The Boston Globe)

Big River: Reviews (1985)

• “A delightfully melodic score. Big River is a big, big 
pleasure to have with us. It’s a joyful show for the whole 
family.” (William A. Raidy, Newhouse) 

• “Miller’s lyrics are outstanding; they capture the tang of Mark 
Twain’s various lingos including the snake-oil malarkey of the 
Duke and the King, the con men who join the heroes along the 
way. At last Broadway has a musical of substance.” (Jack 
Kroll, Newsweek) 

• “A rousing, high-spirited show that sets your hands to 
clapping, your feet to stomping and your heart to rise within 
you.!” (Dennis Cunningham, WCBS-TV)

Big River: Reviews (1985)



Big River at the 1985 Tony Awards:   
10 nominations & 7 Wins

• Best Musical 
• Book of a Musical (William Hauptman) 
• Original Score: Roger Miller 
• Feaured Actor (Musical):                   

Ron Richardson, Daniel H. Jenkins, 
René Auberjonois 

• Scenic Design: Heidi Landesman 
• Costume Design: Patricia McGourty 
• Lighting Design: Richard Riddell 
• Direction (Musical): Des McAnuff

Big River at the 2004 Tony Awards:   
2 nominations & No Wins

• Best Revival of a Musical 

• Feaured Actor (Musical): 
Michael McElroy


