Flynn Center Presents

My Father’s Dragon

Welcome to the 2017-2018 Student Matinee Season!
Today’s scholars and researchers say creativity is the top skill our kids will need
when they enter the workforce of the future, so we salute YOU for valuing the
educational and inspirational power of live performance. By using this study
guide you are taking an even greater step toward implementing the arts as a
vital and inspiring educational tool.
We hope you find this guide useful and that it deepens your students’
connection to the material. If we can help in any way, please contact
sms@flynncenter.org.

Enjoy the show! -Education Staff
An immense thank you...
The Flynn Center recognizes that field trip resources for schools are extremely limited, thus matinee prices
for schools are significantly lower than prices for public performances. As a non-profit organization, the
Flynn is deeply grateful to the foundations, corporations, and individuals whose generous financial
support keeps matinees affordable for schools.

thank you to the Flynn Friends at Wake Robin for sponsoring this performance.
Thank you to the Flynn Matinee 2017-2018 underwriters:
Northfield Savings Bank, Andrea’s Legacy Fund, Champlain Investment Partners, LLC, Bari and Peter
Dreissigacker, Forrest and Frances Lattner Foundation, Surdna Foundation, Tracy and Richard Tarrant, TD
Charitable Foundation, Vermont Arts Council, Vermont Concert Artists Fund of the Vermont Community
Foundation, Vermont Community Foundation, New England Foundation for the Arts, National
Endowment for the Arts, and the Flynn Jazz Endowment. Additional support from the Bruce J. Anderson
Foundation & the Walter Cerf Community Fund.

Enchantment Theatre

What to expect

Enchantment Theatre Company is a
professional non-profit arts organization
based in Philadelphia whose mission is
to create original theater for children
and families. For over 35 years, the
Company has performed throughout
the United States, Canada, and the Far
East, presenting imaginative and
innovative theatrical productions for
school groups and families.

Here are some of the things you can expect to see:

On tour across the United States each
year, the Company reaches more than
150,000 people in 35–40 states. The
company presents only original work
based on classic stories from children’s
literature, using its signature blend of
masked actors, pantomime, magic,
large-scale puppets, and original music.

Mime: Mime is acting without speaking or making any noise. In My
Father’s Dragon, the performers act out the story with their bodies
and gestures, but they do not speak.

Enchantment Theatre Company exists
to create original theater for young
audiences and families. They
accomplish this through the imaginative
telling of stories that inspire, challenge
and enrich their audiences onstage and
in the classroom. In doing so, they
engage the imagination and spirit until a
transformation occurs and the true
grace of our mutual humanity is
revealed.
Note: Very young children may be
confused by the characters wearing
masks. Show them the production
photos, and have students experiment
with masks in class. Have them silently
act out different characters, actions, and
emotions while wearing simple masks,
and see if their classmates can guess
who or what they are portraying. A few
scenes in the show are performed in low
light. Prepare children who are afraid of
the dark by encouraging them to talk
about their fears. Ask them to guess
what parts of the story might take place
when the stage is darker.

Masks:Some of the actors wear masks to help them become characters
and other actors will wear animal masks to help them portray the
different animal characters. Masks help to transform the actor and
to transport the audience to another world.

Words and Music: There is recorded narration spoken by Susan
Sweeney throughout the show to help the audience follow the story.
Original music, composed by Charles Gilbert especially for this
production, adds to the atmosphere.
Puppets: Other characters—Flute the Canary, the giant Gorilla, the
two monkeys—are played by puppets. Sometimes Boris the Dragon and
Elmer will also appear as puppets. ROD PUPPETS (manipulated by sticks)
and HAND PUPPETS will be the primary puppet devices you’ll see.
Scenery: Most of the scenery will be projected onto the screens at
the rear of the stage—so you’ll see Elmer’s house, the dock,
Tangerina Island, different locations at Wild Island and Feather
Island—all projected upstage. There will also be some scenery pieces
to help create the environment of the play, the dock and boat, trees
at Tangerina and Wild Island, water and rocks etc.
Lighting: Special theatrical lights will help create the mood and the
world of the story.

The Story of My Father’s Dragon
The narrator introduces the beginning of the adventure
where we meet nine-year-old Elmer Elevator and
discover that he loves animals. Elmer frees the family
canary, Flute, from his cage and then invites an old
alley cat into his house. Elmer’s mother doesn’t want a
dirty alley cat inside and sends her away. Elmer is
frustrated with his mother for being mean to the cat
and wishes that he could just fly away himself. The cat
tells Elmer she knows how he can fly – on the back of a
dragon! The cat explains that there’s a baby dragon
who’s being held captive by the ferocious animals of
Wild Island. Elmer vows to help the dragon and, with the
cat’s assistance, he collects all the things he thinks he’ll
need: sandwiches, toothbrush and toothpaste, chewing
gum, hairbrush, ribbons, magnifying glasses and
lollipops. The cat gives Elmer a golden feather from the
dragon as a token for his journey. Elmer stows away on
a boat and journeys toward Wild Island.

After continuing his search and more encounters with
animals of Wild Island, Elmer hears the dragon cry and
warthog noises. Elmer outwits the warthogs, and then
the dragon enters with a rope around his neck and
Elmer quickly releases him. They shyly introduce
themselves and Elmer explains that the cat had told him
about the dragon’s plight and he came to rescue him.
The dragon invites Elmer to get on his back just as the
warthogs enter. Elmer and the dragon fly away and
leave the angry warthogs behind. The dragon and Elmer
land on Tangerina Island but aren’t sure which direction
to fly to get home. A passing sea gull points them across
the sea, warning them to watch out for storms. The
dragon is worried about the long trip but Elmer
reassures him they’ll find their way.

As Elmer and the dragon circle the stage a storm comes
up. They struggle against the storm but begin to fall,
landing on an island of canaries, and having an
adventure helping the King of Canaries with a dilemma.
Once at Wild Island, Elmer manages to escape from the Elmer and the dragon fly home and Elmer tries to
wild animals by distracting them with the items brought persuade the dragon to stay but he wants to get home
to his own family. They pledge to meet again and the
from home. Meanwhile, the dragon is working hard
carrying heavy loads and longs to see his family again. dragon flies off to his family. Elmer arrives at his house
Elmer continues searching for the dragon, when he
and is joyfully reunited with his parents and the alley cat
suddenly remembers his own family ‘back home.’
and all is forgiven.

The Author: Ruth Stiles Gannett
Ruth Stiles Gannett was born on August 12, 1923 and
grew up in New York City. Her father, Lewis Stiles
Gannett, was a book reviewer for the New York Herald
Tribune, and her mother, Mary Ross Gannett, was a
book reviewer and an editor. Her parents divorced in
the early 1930s and her father remarried Ruth
Chrisman, an award-winning illustrator. Ruth Stiles
Gannett attended George School in Newtown, PA and
graduated from Vassar College in 1944 with a degree
in chemistry.

When Ruth was twenty-three years old, during “two
rainy weeks” in 1946 while between jobs, she began
writing what would become My Father’s Dragon. At the
time, she wrote the story “to amuse myself” and never
anticipated that her delightfully funny tale would be
published. But her family encouraged her to show the
story to a Random House editor, who accepted the
book and then asked her stepmother, Ruth Chrisman
Gannett, to illustrate it. My Father’s Dragon was
published in 1948 and went on to become a Newbery
Honor Book and ALA Notable Book. Ruth wrote two
“Dragon” sequels, all three of which have been in print
continuously. Children and parents from around the
world continue to write Ruth fan letters about her
magical tales. In talking about where the stories came
from, Ruth says, “I attended the City and Country
School in New York City where I was encouraged to
read and write ‘just for the fun of it’ and to explore the
world of my imagination. My books came out of a
happy childhood.”

Music & Storytelling
Explore Music & Storytelling
To illustrate the role of music in storytelling, try the
following activities.

Music and Character

Responding Physically to Music

Get the entire class up and away from their desks.
Play a piece of music and ask everyone to move or
One of the ways the composer helps to tell the story is to
dance how the music makes them feel. Does it make
create musical “themes” or melodies that occur again and
again throughout the play. When you see the play, see if you you want to sneak? Look for something? Skip? Does
it make you feel sleepy? Angry? Scared? After a
can find the theme music for Elmer.
minute or so, play a different piece of music with a
●
Is there a theme you hear for Boris the Dragon?
vastly different mood. Switch at least one more time.
●
What about for Elmer’s mother and father?
●
See if you notice any recurring melodies for other
Musical Underscore
characters.
●
Can you name the instruments that were used for
Choose a fairy tale or familiar story. Ask for a
Elmer’s theme?
volunteer to tell the story aloud to the class. Then,
ask for another volunteer to retell the story (You
could also have students share a personal memory
and retell it themselves with musical
The music in a performance can often indicate a new setting. accompaniment).
Listen for the changes in the music…
●
when Elmer lands on Wild Island
This time, tell them you are going to play music
●
when Elmer and Boris first meet
while they tell the story, and ask them to try to tell
●
when Elmer and Boris discover Feather Island
the story with the same mood or feeling as the
●
when our two heroes return to Elmer’s home
music. Begin with a happy, upbeat piece of music.
●
Were there other musical setting changes that the
When the story is complete, ask students what
students noticed?
changed about the telling and how did this change

Music and Setting

Music and Mood
The composer has an important job in setting the mood or
atmosphere of a play by the music he creates. For example,
when Elmer is frightened by the Rhinoceros the music is very
different from when he meets Boris for the first time.
●
Have you ever seen a scary movie or been to a
haunted house? Describe the music you heard.
●
How did the music help make the movie/experience
scary?
●
If you were a composer, what kind of music would
you write for the scene in which the Tigers are
chasing Elmer?
●
What was the mood of the music at the end of the
play?

impact the story. Do this once more with an intense,
darker piece of music and another volunteer. Reflect
as a class how this telling felt different.
Discuss generally how music can impact the feel of
a story and change our understanding of the story.
When you attend the performance, encourage your
students to pay attention to the music, and
remember how the music created different moods
within the piece. If you’re doing this after the
performance, ask students if they can identify parts
of the performance where the music helped them
understand what was happening.

Masks & Puppets
In this production of My Father’s Dragon, actors wearing
animal masks portray all of the characters. Though masks
are rare in American contemporary theater, they have
been used since the very beginnings of theater. The early
Romans used enormous masks that exaggerated human
characteristics and enhanced the actor’s presence in the
huge amphitheaters of their day. Greek theater used
masks that were human scale to designate tragic and
comic characters. Masks have been used in the early
Christian church since the 9th century and were revived
during the Renaissance in Italy with the Commedia Dell’
Arte. Theater throughout Asia has used masks to create
archetypal characters, human and divine. In Balinese
theatrical tradition, for example, masks keep ancient and
mythological figures recognizable to a contemporary
audience, preserving a rare and beautiful culture.
Though used differently in every culture, the mask
universally facilitates a transformation of the actor and
the audience. In Enchantment’s productions, we
sometimes include very large or very small characters in
our stories, so we use puppets to portray them. Similar to
masks, puppets also have a long and esteemed history.
They represent gods, noblemen and everyday people as
well animals and mythical creatures. In the history of
every culture, puppets can be found, from the tombs of
the Pharaohs to the Italian marionette and the English
Punch and Judy. The Bunraku Puppet Theater of Japan
has been in existence continuously since the 17th century.
In the early days of Bunraku, the greatest playwrights
preferred writing for puppets rather than for live actors!
Puppets are similar to the mask in their fascination and
power. We accept that this carved being is real and alive,
and we invest it with an intensified life of our own
imagining. Thus, puppets can take an audience further
and deeper into what is true. Audiences bring more of
themselves to mask and puppet theater because they are
required to imagine more. Masks and puppets live in a
world of heightened reality. Used with art and skill, they
can free the actor and the audience from what is ordinary
and mundane, and help theater do what it does at its best:
expand boundaries, free the imagination, inspire dreams,
transform possibilities, and teach us about ourselves.

Making and Exploring Masks
Have students color and create a mask and then
explore how they can move around the space
interacting with each other using their bodies and
movements and the mask and no words. Challenge
them to make bold and clear choices, really defining
their character.
Visit this site for several animal mask templates.

Circle Pass with Puppets
Copy & enlarge illustrations of the animals and
objects from My Father’s Dragon. Alternately, you
could have students draw them. Cut them out and
paste them on cardstock. One at a time, ask the
students to pass the image around the circle as if it is
moving on its own. Encourage them as they pass the
puppet to keep it moving in the same style and not
stop the action. Repeat with the remaining character.
Ask: “How are acting and puppetry the same? How
are they different? If we were to put on a puppet
show for our families and friends, what might we
need to do or remember about performing with
puppets? Remind students to remember how the
characters in the book illustrations look, and
compare them with the puppets and performers they
see on stage in the show.

Activities
Discussion Questions and Prompts for what to look for
●

●

●

●

●
●
●

The company uses projections to create the different
settings of the play. How does this technology create a
sense of place while you’re watching? Was this
different than other theater you’ve seen?
Watch how the actors show their feelings and thoughts
without using words. When you get back to your class,
explore using your movement, your body, and your
face to express a thought or emotion without speaking.
How did you feel about not being able to see the
actor’s faces completely? How did it impact your
experience watching the show?
Who does Elmer meet? What strategies does he use to
get out of challenging situations? Create an adventure
timeline. Using animals and items as symbols of
events, create a timeline that shows Elmer’s journey.
Elmer packed things he thought he’d need on Wild
Island; what items did he pack and how did he use
them? If you were going on an adventure or journey,
and could only pack a small amount of items, what
would you bring and why would you choose these
items?
What happened in the story that was surprising?
Exciting? Funny? Scary?
Did you have to use your imagination when you
watched this play? Explain.
Dragons appear in stories from all over the world—can
you name some other stories where dragons are
important characters? Are they gentle or scary?

Exploring Page to Stage Adaptations
●

●

How are characters shown in books, and how are they
shown in plays? (Some thoughts: in books, we get to
read what is written about characters and that they
say, and if there are pictures we might get to see how
the illustrator imagined them. In plays, we get to see
how characters move around, see how they respond to
things, etc.)
How are settings shown in books, and how are they
show in plays? (In books we get to read descriptions of
environments, or possibly see drawings if there are
illustrations. In plays, we get to see physical items that
communicate setting to us. Often settings in plays are
abstract, so something as simple as a piece of blue
fabric might tell us we’re at the river’s edge.)

Travel Brochure
Have the students create a travel brochure for
Wild Island.
●
Front Page: A Clever Hook – What is the
main draw to go to Wild Island? Is there a
catchphrase or slogan that would draw
people to the island? What image do you
think best represents the Island? Choose a
slogan, an image, and then a brief
statement 1-2 sentences that gives an
overview of the Island.
●
Page 2: Island Highlights - Ask students to
think about their favorite places on the
Island. What would a visitor see if they
were able to visit? Have students describe
and illustrate their chosen places.
●
Page 3: What to Bring - Ask students to
brainstorm the items visitors would need
to pack if they were to visit the Island.
Have them make a list and illustrate these
items.
●
Page 4: On the Look Out - What dangers
should visitors be aware of while they were
on the Wild Island? Have students tell
about how to avoid these dangers, while
using illustrations to show what the
dangers are and strategies to stay safe.
●
Back Page: Getting Around – Include a
map of the Island and add anything they
think would be helpful to visitors.

WORDS COME ALIVE:
Arts Integration Activities
Providing the opportunity to actively
explore the world of the show helps
students become more engaged and
connected audience members, thinking
about artists’ choices and approaching the
performance with enhanced curiosity.
For more information about our arts
integration activities:
● click here
● call 652-4548
● Email Lauren at
schoolprograms@flynncenter.org

Solos - Character Actions
There are many distinct characters in this play. This exercise will allow
the students to imagine they are actors in the show, expressing
characters through movement. Be certain to have read the book before
doing this and subsequent exercises. Invite students to stand
somewhere in the classroom so there is a bubble of open space around
each child. Invite them to imagine they are the characters listed below,
doing their selected actions. They should work silently and
independently and respond to your freeze signal between each activity.
Your instructions might be as follows: "When I say 'Go!" you are Elmer
packing his bag to leave home. Go!...Freeze!..."
Repeat with such variations as: Elmer Elevator exploring Wild Island, a
Tiger slowly circling Elmer, a Rhinoceros charging at Elmer, a Gorilla
scratching for fleas, Boris the Dragon flying.
Remind students to watch for how the actors in the play use their
bodies to express their characters.
Ask students: Which character actions were challenging? Why? What
did you differently with your bodies when you were portraying Elmer vs.
a Tiger vs. the Dragon (and so on)?

Sound Effects - Wild Island
Learning goals: visualize events, draw inferences, deepen
understanding of setting & plot
Performing goals: expand verbal range; follow clues
In the play, Elmer goes on an adventure on Wild Island, meeting
various animals and problem-solving along the way. Invite the
students to brainstorm some of the. Brainstorm a variety of sounds
that Elmer might hear as he makes his way around Wild Island.
Choose a variety of moments and encounters (Elmer crossing the
crocodile bridge, Elmer discovering the lion, etc.) and create unique
sounds connected to each place. Practice the sounds as a group;
then invite students to each choose a sound they wish to make.
Identify a hand signal to use as a volume control, and show what it
looks like when there is no sound and when the sound is at the
highest and lowest volume. Explain that they will know when and
how to make the sounds by following the signals. Then create a
soundscape by adding each student's sound in, and adjusting the
volume as you wish.
Repeat the process for different places and encounters that occur
on the Island. Reflect on what sounds change the mood. During the
show, encourage the students to watch and listen for how sounds
impact the feel of the Island.

We can’t wait to see you at the theater!
Etiquette for Live Performances:The Essentials
●
●
●
●
●
●

Teachers, a couple of reminders:

Listen, experience, imagine, discover, learn!
Give your energy and attention to the performers.
Please do not eat or drink in the theater.
Talk only before and after the performance.
Turn off wireless devices.
No photos, videos, texting, or listening to music.

*These are guidelines... We understand that some students may need to
experience the performance in their own way, and we are here to support all
students and their unique needs.

●

●

Share your experience with us! Use the feedback links, or
share your students’ artwork, writing, responses. We love
to hear how experiences at the Flynn impact our audiences.
Explore other student matinees at the Flynn this season.
We still have seats in some shows and we’d love to help you
or other teachers at your school enliven learning with an
engaging arts experience!

The Flynn is a place for ALL students, and these tools can help!
Pre or Post-Show Video Chats:

Hello
from the
Flynn!

Help students build enthusiasm or process their experience with a free, 5-10 minute video chat before or after the show!
We can set up Skype/Facetime/Google Hangouts with your class to answer questions about the content, art form, and experience.
Contact Kat, kredniss@flynncenter.org to set up your chat!
Autism and Sensory-Friendly Accommodations:
The Flynn Center has been working diligently to break down barriers for audience members with disabilities,
with a particular focus on those with sensory-sensitivities. Social stories, break spaces, sensory friendly materials,
and more are available for all student matinees. Feel free to let us know ahead of time if any of these would be useful,
or ask an usher at the show!

Educational Standards

We appreciate and value your feedback

The Common Core broadens the definition of a “text,” viewing
performance as a form of text, so your students are experiencing and
interacting with a text when they attend a Flynn show.

●
●

Seeing live performance provides rich opportunities to write reflections,
narratives, arguments, and more. By writing responses and/or using the
Flynn Study Guides, all performances can be linked to Common Core:

●

CC ELA: W 1-10

●

Click here to evaluate our study guides.
Click here for Teacher Feedback Forms for the
performance.
Click here for Student Feedback Forms for the
performance.
Click here for Parent Forms to help parents engage
with their children around the show.

Student Matinees support the following National Core Arts Standards:
Creating: Anchor #1, Responding: Anchor #7, #8, #9, and
Responding: Anchor #10 and #11.
You can use this performance and study guide to address the following
Common Core Standards:
CC ELA: RL 1-10, RF 1-4, L 3-5, SL 1-4

This guide was written & compiled by the Education Department at the
Flynn Center for the Performing Arts with inspiration from
Enchantment Theatre Study Guide and Website. Permission is granted
for teachers, parents, and students who are coming to Flynn shows to
copy & distribute this guide for educational purposes only.

