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PART 1: HISTORICAL STORY: DEVELOPMENT AND PERFORMANCE 

 

Creating an historical story is, to paraphrase the great storyteller Mary Gay Ducey, a 

little like seduction.  It may begin with mild interest, but it grows in your imagination and 

heart as you get to know your central character, until, you just have to tell people about 

her.  You just know they will find her as fascinating as you do. 

 

 I was mildly interested in Aaron Burr; he was the protagonist in a Gore Vidal novel and I 

read all Vidal’s books a long time ago.  Current interest in Alexander Hamilton was more 

than peaked by Lin Manual Miranda.  In his play, Hamilton is the protagonist, but Aaron 

Burr is the antagonist.  I’ve always preferred the bad guys.  In Act 2, Burr (Leslie Odom, 

Jr.) sings “Dear Theodosia” for his newborn daughter (b. June 22, 1783).  He tells her 

that she “will come of age with our new nation.”    What was the United States like post-

revolutionary war and how did Theodosia Burr’s life unfold.  

 

Here’s the thing.  I believe the historical storyteller needs to find out all she can about 

not only the main character, but the milieu in which that person lived.  One book or 

some articles may give you the basic story, but just as you want to understand the who, 

what, where, why of a folktale, a historical story will be richer for the research. 

 

I had 2 wonderful secondary sources, Ladies of Liberty by Cokie Roberts (2008) 

HarperCollins Publishers;  Theodosia Burr Alston: Portrait of a Prodigy, by Richard N. 

Cote (2003) Corinthian Books Publishers.  Ladies of Liberty was subtitled “The Women  



Who Shaped Our Nation.”  That book explained the political and social lives of the 

wives, daughters, sisters and female friends of the founding fathers as they went 

forward to build our country.  Theodosia was mentioned mostly in reference to her 

father.  I used the references in this first book to find Portrait of a Prodigy, and The 

Correspondence of Aaron Burr and his Daughter, Theodosia, edited by Mark Van 

Doren, (1929).  Reading their actual correspondence was helpful, but the prior collector 

and publisher of Burr’s correspondence burned the salacious stuff. 

 

The first step was drawing a timeline of Theo’s life with reference to her father. 

The second step was a storyboard, but I found I was putting in too much detail.  Third 

was applying Willy Claflin’s method.  I drew circles for major events in Theo’s life such 

as Burr’s duel with Hamilton, which was a pivotal point.  The happiest day of Theodosia 

Burr’s life was the day before Aaron Burr shot Alexander Hamilton.   

 

My version of Theo’s life story was developed in the historical storytelling class as part 

of EPIC program.  I told parts of the story in class and changed it many times.  

Invaluable was the opportunity to tell the entire 20+ minute story at the noontime 

storytelling at Stagebridge; and again, after more input, to my entire class.   

 

In November 2017, I was the featured teller at the SAC Tale Spinners at the Orinda 

library.  The story/performance was a little longer because I eliminated a lot of the 

narrator and added more character voices.  I received valuable feedback.  People got a 

bit lost because the voices were not distinct enough.  But, trying it as narrator rather 

than in the first person of Theo didn’t work well either.   

 

Historical stories, like any story, needs to be told and retold and problems discussed 

with friends and mentors.  In Mary Gay’s winter 2017 performance class, I mentioned 

my dilemma.  The treason plot and Burr’s trial for it were important, but I was bogged 

down in the details. A classmate told me how much she liked A. Burr’s voice through his 

letters to Theo (Theo quotes them to the audience).  I went back to my secondary 

sources and found what I needed to tell the story of a woman who went from New York 

"Princess" to plantation wife in South Carolina, hoped to be Empress of Mexico and 

died mysteriously before she was 30 during the War of 1812 on February 16, 2018 at 

Silk Road House. 

 

PART 2: PRODUCING THE PERFORMANCE AT SILK ROAD HOUSE 

 

Storytelling Association of California (SAC) reserves monthly space at Silk Road House 

on University Avenue, Berkeley, on the 3rd Friday of the month from 7 to 9.  The 

programs must be performed by members to benefit SAC.   The expectation is that the 



performances are polished, the stories well known to the teller(s). After all, audience 

members are donating $10 to SAC.   The house holds 30 people comfortably.  You 

don’t need a mike. 

 

1. Decide what you want to perform and whether you want to fill 1 to 1 ½ hours by 

yourself.  Also, while “Theodosia” was pretty well ready for prime time, I told her 

story in half an hour. I would have had to create another historical story or find 

one.  A daunting task.  Luckily, my Stagebridge classmate Melissa Hobbs took 

her historical story class story to performance level.  Together we had a 

program, “Women of Consequence,” that was more fun for the audience.  Two 

tellers and two very distinct women, a century apart. Also, it was great to have 

someone to share ideas with for my first (almost) solo performance. 

2.  Contact Terry Stokes  toffstokes631@yahoo.com.  He is the SAC contact 

person for the 3rd Friday storytelling event.  Schedule your performance with him.  

Be sure to tell Terry what you have in mind for your evening.  You are the event’s 

producer, no matter whom you include in the program/performance. Give him 

your contact information 

3. Let Stagebridge know what you are doing and when.  The newsletters are great 

promotion for your event. 

4. Don’t assume anything.  Silk Road House will not publicize your event because it 

is not their event.  You are just using the hall. 

5. SAC is an all-volunteer non-profit association.  To get in SAC Epulse newsletter, 

contact malcolm@malcolmgrissom.com months in advance.  Malcolm also can 

send you the port for getting on the SAC calendar.  Terry Stokes can also help. 

6. Create flyers that can be printed out, passed around and left on the table at 

Stagebridge and at every SAC event, swap etc. you attend. Check SAC for all of 

the swaps.  Send an email with your flyer attached and ask that it be forwarded 

to their members.   

7. Email your friends and acquaintances with date, time, etc.  Attach a flyer.  Be 

sure your flyer and emails note that the performance is a fund raiser for SAC and 

$10 donation would be appreciated. 

8. Buy some snacks, tea, and coffee for your guests.  There are serving baskets 

and trays, pots for hot water, napkins and paper cups at Silk Road House to use. 

There is instant coffee too, but not coffee beans or ground coffee.   

9. Note:  Terry has the keys and will open up around 6:30.  He will set up the chairs 

and take them down, but get there early and help.  You need to have everything 

ready before the audience starts arriving. 

10.  People will visit before the stories begin, so expect to start around 7:10. 

11.  You can prepare your own welcome and introduction or ask Terry to do it.  Be 

sure to mention SAC and a plug for Stagebridge would be good. 
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12.  We had a 10 minute break between performers and had a few minutes at the 

end for people to ask us questions about our historical women and their time in 

history.  If you’re doing a solo or have a number of performers, have a 10 minute 

break after 45 minutes or so. 

13.   BE SURE TO END BY 8:40.  It takes time to clean up and stack chairs. 

 

 

MEET AND GREET FRIENDS AND STRANGERS.  THANK THEM FOR 

COMING.  TELL YOUR STORIE(S).  BASK IN THE APPLAUSE AND BOW 

 

AIN’T STORYTELLING GRAND!!! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


