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History Theatre mounts its musical take on our wild and wacky winter fest. 

Rollicking! A Winter Carnival Musical celebrates Saint Paul’s quintessential winter festival with the 

sparkle and imagination of the ice castles and other pageantry that have marked the event since its 

inception in 1886. Keith Hovis wrote the music and lyrics and Rachel Teagle the book and lyrics for this 

world premiere production now playing at the History Theatre, 30 E. 10th St. 

Hovis and Teagle were intent on paying homage to Winter Carnival history while giving audiences 

dazzling new memories and generating new enthusiasm for the carnival’s 140th anniversary in 2026. 

Hovis, a resident of Payne-Phalen, has written music and lyrics for previous History Theatre productions. 

“We asked ourselves, ‘how do we get as much of this fun history as we can into one evening?’” said 

Teagle. “And we decided to play with the history and make it real on stage but with a twist. Our main 

character would get pulled Wizard of Oz style into the land of Winter Carnival, and then we can get a 

little magical, a little wild and have a lot of fun.” 

“I’d been talking to the theater about working on a holiday show,” he said. “As I was thinking about 

holiday events to write about, Winter Carnival kept coming back to me. I went to Winter Carnival for the 

first time when I was in college at the U of M, and I’ve been fascinated by it ever since. 

“As I was researching and reading more about it,” Hovis continued, “I found that there’s such a wild and 

wacky and cool history about it. Then I reached out to Rachel. We’d met in 2017 at the Composer 

Librettis Studio at Nautilus Music Theatre. So I invited her to come on this journey with me. From the 

beginning, we knew that we didn’t want to do just a retelling of carnival (history), especially when you 

have 140 years to pull from.” 

“We asked ourselves, ‘how do we get as much of this fun history as we can into one evening?’” said 

Teagle, who lives in Snelling-Hamline. “And we decided to play with the history and make it real on stage 

but with a twist. Our main character would get pulled Wizard of Oz style into the land of Winter Carnival, 

and then we can get a little magical, a little wild and have a lot of fun.” 

“The protagonist, the Dorothy of our story, is Cap Wigington,” Hovis said. Wigington was a municipal 

architect for Saint Paul for much of the first half of the 20th century, “and the first Black city architect in 

the nation,” Hovis said. “In Saint Paul, 60 of his buildings are still standing,” including the Highland Water 

Tower and the Harriet Island Pavilion. 

“Wigington also designed the ice palaces for the Winter Carnival in 1937 and a few others years,” he 

said, “and his palaces are considered to be some of the best that were ever done in the history of Winter 

Carnival.” 

Wigington appears on stage with his wife, Viola. A closet door opens and they are transported to the 

land of Winter Carnival. “He’s in a brown suit (when he enters the closet) and he walks out in a purple 

suit,” Hovis said, and that is where the musical begins to embrace the magic and myth of the carnival. 

From that point on, “audiences meet everyone from the carnival,” Teagle said, “King Boreas, Klondike 

Kate, the Vulcans. If you don’t know anything about the carnival, that’s fine. We’ll teach you everything 
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you need to know to enjoy our story. And if you know about the carnival, there are Easter eggs where 

you’ll think, ‘Oh, I know what you’re referring to.’” 

Hovis and Teagle have pulled out many historical facts and tidbits for audiences. “There are the dogsled 

races in 1917, J.J. Hill and the railroad barons, and the Dakota people who came through (in the decades) 

after the Dakota War,” Teagle said. “We give audiences a big, overloaded Thanksgiving table of Winter 

Carnival stories.” 

Learning about the Winter Carnival has been an adventure for Teagle. “I grew up in California, and 

Winter Carnival is new to me,” she said. “I took kids to it for the first time last January.” She and Hovis 

worked with the Winter Carnival organization on the musical and drew on other historical sources. 

“The show has a lot of different musical styles,” Hovis said. “We have contemporary musical theater, 

throwback classical sounding songs, some Broadway jazz and big numbers. We have a dance break.” 

Benjamin Dutcher, a West End resident who grew up in Ramsey Hill, plays the Lord High Chamberlain 

and J.H. Hanson, a carnival founder who is known for a poem he wrote about the festival. Trained in 

opera before moving over to musical theater, Dutcher is having the time of his life in Rollicking. “And I’m 

alongside a cast that is absolutely so talented,” he said. 

 

Acting out the battle between fire and ice are Rollicking’s Elena Glass (left), Roland Hawkins II, Benjamin Dutcher, Jon Michael 

Stiff, Tara Bowman, Adrienne Zimiga-January, Randy Schmeling and Annika Isbell. Photo by Rick Spaulding 

“The music that Keith composed and that he and Rachel wrote lyrics to is a delight and heartwarming,” 

Dutcher said. “I’m hoping audiences leave singing the songs and remember them. And I hope they take 

away the Minnesota spirit of our ancestors and our community. The play is a romp through this silly 

mythical realm that will make you laugh while giving you so much history.” 

“I think audiences will take something with them, like Dorothy took something home from Oz,” Teagle 

said. “Wigington built his ice palace in the shadow of the Capitol building, and as you leave the theater 

and drive down Wabasha Street, you see exactly where that was in 1937. We’re a block way from what 

we’re talking about, and I think that’s really special. Then next month you can come back and see the 

140th Winter Carnival and make your own history.” 

Rollicking is directed by Laura Leffler with musical direction by Isabella Dawis and choreography by Joey 

Miller. The curtain rises at 7:30 p.m. Thursdays through Saturdays and on Wednesday, December 17, and 

at 2 p.m. Saturdays and Sundays through December 21. 

Tickets start at $30 for adults. They are $15 for students. For reservations, visit historytheatre.com. 

http://historytheatre.com/

