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Stephen Foster–The Musical
Performed at the J. Dan Talbott Amphitheatre

My Old Kentucky Home State Park,  
Bardstown, Kentucky.

Directed by Rick Dildine.

Script and Composition by Paul Green and  
Jonathan Bolt.

The changing color of leaves and the retreat of 
evening cicadas are not the only signs of the end 

of summer in Bardstown, Kentucky.  In the last days 
of August, the players of the outdoor drama, Ste-
phen Foster—The Musical, retire from their bright 
stage at My Old Kentucky Home State Park and 
leave the amphitheatre to the cool autumn nights.  
Now having finished its forty-seventh season since 
debuting in 1959, Stephen Foster—The Musical has 
become a summer institution in Bardstown as famil-
iar as its old brick homes and the Nelson County 
Fair.  The outdoor musical is also important for the 
people of Kentucky.  The state legislature adopted 
Stephen Foster’s “My Old Kentucky Home” as its 
official song in 1928; three years ago, in 2002, it 
designated Stephen Foster—The Musical as the of-
ficial state outdoor musical.  Originally authored by 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Paul Green in 
the mid-twentieth century, the drama is a colorful 
celebration of the music and youth of one of the 
most popular songwriters of the nineteenth century.  
The play appeals as strongly to local tradition as to 
state heritage (and thus identity); for both reasons, 
it is an enduring cultural icon.

As a drama, Stephen Foster—The Musical is a 
pageant of color and sound displaying all the cre-
ativity and energy evident in the music of Stephen 
C. Foster, by most estimations the most well known 

Review Essay

American composer in the nineteenth century.  As 
a work of history, the story is only partially com-
plete.  For while the musical incorporates excerpts 
from Stephen Foster’s compositions and describes a 
young Stephen Foster recognizable to historians, the 
play offers very little to explain the remarkable suc-
cess of his enduring music.  To tell a more complete 
story, the drama would need better to remind us of 
the powerful forces that shaped Stephen Foster and 
the America of the mid-nineteenth century: a land 
of rapid immigration, violent westward expansion, 
technological innovation, mocking blackface music, 
slavery, and sectional conflict.  Like all popular 
phenomena, Stephen Foster’s music was a product 
of the era even as it influenced American people and 
culture.  To tell fully the story of Stephen Foster 
and his music, the outdoor drama should better 
introduce the audience to the complicated age in 
which the composer knew such success.  

The musical is written in two acts.  The first act 
opens on the streets of Pittsburgh in 1849.  There 
the audience is introduced to Stephen Foster as a 
young romantic – a provincial artist enraptured with 
music and with Jane McDowell, the daughter of a 
respected town doctor.  Dr. and Mrs. McDowell 
disapprove of Foster’s courtship of their daughter 
because of the young man’s poor financial prospects.  
The young Stephen Foster’s determination to prove 
himself as a composer and thus win the hand of Jane 
McDowell serves as the central theme of the play.

Foster’s friends now encourage his pursuit of fame 
and love.  In the second scene, set on the Foster front 
porch, the audience is introduced to Lievy Pise, the 
family’s black house servant.  Speaking in a heavily 
accented imitation of slave dialect, Lievy consoles 
Foster and attempts to cheer him as he pines for his 
forbidden love.  The audience is also introduced 
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to Stephen Foster’s rowdy collection of neighbor-
hood friends, who support Foster by promoting his 
music and conspiring with him to win the heart of 
Jane McDowell.  With the support of his group of 
male friends, Foster composes “Oh! Susanna” for 
the groundbreaking ceremony of a local factory.  
The ensemble gathers for a stirring choreographed 
rendition of the song and afterwards, Foster begins 
his courtship of Jane McDowell in earnest.  

When the protective Dr. and Mrs. McDowell 
again thwart Foster’s courtship of their music-loving 
daughter, the song-
writer leaves Pitts-
burgh to try his hand 
at business and make 
a name for himself 
in the wide world.  
In Cincinnati, Foster 
is introduced to the 
slave-laden riverboats 
of the Ohio River and 
to dubious printers 
eager to profit off the 
young composer’s mu-
sic.  Original scores 
such as “Away Down 
Souf” and “Glendy 
Burke” accompany 
these scenes in the 
play.  Finding little 
success and demon-
strating less business 
acumen, Foster aban-
dons Cincinnati for 
the Federal Hill farm 
in Bardstown, Ken-
tucky, the home of a distant cousin, John Rowan, Jr.  
Rowan�s father, a judge and former congressman, 
was an influential figure in mid-nineteenth-century 
Kentucky and a protégé of Henry Clay.

Visiting his “Old Kentucky Home” proves both 
pleasurable and disturbing for the young visitor.  Af-
ter being welcomed by his “cousins” at the wealthy 

estate, Foster is visited by a slave couple, Uncle 
Nebo and Aunt Charity.  Though glad to see Foster, 
they explain they are sad because their children have 
been sold down the river.  Disturbed, Foster looks 
out whimsically at the audience, remembering how 
he used to play with the lost slave children in his 
youth.  Clearly, this is the inspiration for Foster’s 
composition of “My Old Kentucky Home.”  The 
next scene is a southern ball, where heavily ac-
cented Kentuckians dance to “Ring the Banjo” 
and though a pretty young belle attempts to woo 

Foster after the event, 
the lovesick composer 
can only think of his 
Jane McDowell in far 
off Pittsburgh.

The second act 
opens in Pittsburgh 
once again, with Ste-
phen Foster having 
returned home from 
his travels with some 
small musical no-
toriety.  Despite his 
persistent attempts 
at courtship, other 
suitors rival for Jane’s 
hand, but ultimately 
the young composer 
wins out.  Jane Mc-
Dowell commits to 
marriage and the Mc-
Dowell parents roll 
their eyes at the hope-
lessness of standing in 
the way of true love.  

The play finishes with a version of “Oh! Susanna” 
and with the entire ensemble singing a version of 
“My Old Kentucky Home.” More than one Ken-
tuckian in the audience could be seen placing hand 
over heart at the musical finale.

The stirring success of this musical finale is a 
testament not only to the skill of the players and 

Stephen Foster (1826-1864), ca. 1860.  Cincinnati Museum 
Center at Union Terminal, Cincinnati Historical Society Library
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director of Stephen Foster—The Musical, but also 
to the talent of the historical Stephen Foster.  The 
performance of songs such as “Oh! Susanna” or 
“My Old Kentucky Home” speaks to the univer-
sally popular appeal of Foster’s music.  And yet 
the authors of the drama have made key choices 
concerning what to include and what not to in-
clude in the performance.  By focusing on just one 
of Stephen Foster’s minstrel songs, we can begin 
to see why Stephen Foster—The Musical may be 
historically incomplete.

Most of the musical’s modern audience is famil-
iar with the beginning of the first verse of Foster’s 
most popular tune, “Oh!  Susanna:”

I come from Alabama
with my banjo on my knee;
I’se gwine’ to Lou’siana 
my true lub for to see.

But as the historian Ken Emerson has noted, few 
members of the modern audience would be familiar 
with the opening of the second verse:

I jump’d aboard the telegraph 
And trabbled down de ribber,
De lectrick fluid magnified,
And kill’d five hundred Nigga.
That a popular tune could so casually mention 

the electrocution of five hundred African Ameri-
cans would be shocking to a contemporary audi-
ence.  Writing it as a minstrel song, knowing that 
it would be performed, Stephen Foster intended 
his American audience to find the verse humorous.  
Yet the modern audience might be more surprised 
to learn that the author of this tune was deeply 
influenced by abolitionist works such as Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and he wrote 
several parlor songs sympathetic to the suffering 
of enslaved people in the South.  A contemporary 
public might wonder at the black dialect written 
into the song, or question the strange phrases con-
cerning “Da lecktrick fluid” and the “telegraph.”  
This forgotten verse of “Oh! Susanna” reveals the 
historical complexity of Stephen Foster and reflects 

the American public that embraced him.  
Stephen Foster was a composer of the wildly 

popular blackface music, and “Oh! Susanna” is 
the most successful example of this musical genre.  
Minstrels performed blackface music as a parody 
of African Americans, masking themselves in black 
makeup and affecting a southern black dialect.  
Performing “authentic Ethiopian songs,” these 
white performers would stand before crowded 
performance halls and tell bawdy jokes, dance (of-
ten exaggeratedly), and play vernacular music that 
blended European and African influences.  While 
these performances were clearly intended to mock 
African Americans, historians have noted that 
blackface performances were successful because 
of the freedom they offered to the performer and 
to the audience.  Behind the mask of blackface, a 
white musician could tell raucous jokes and play 
African-influenced music that might otherwise 
have been forbidden to a white performer in nine-
teenth-century America.  Because the performer 
was in blackface, the white audience could feel free 
to participate – to laugh and clap their hands to a 
music they would not otherwise acknowledge or 
feel permitted to enjoy.  When Foster wrote “Oh! 
Susanna,” he was writing music for just such a 
performance, thus explaining the black southern 
dialect written into “Oh! Susanna,” “Camptown 
Races,” and even “My Old Kentucky Home.”

“Oh! Susanna” was performed for the first 
time at the Eagle Ice Cream Saloon in Pittsburgh 
on September 11, 1847, when Stephen Foster was 
twenty-one years old.  His music, a contemporary 
once noted, “seemed to travel like the wind;” and so 
it was with his first big hit “Oh! Susanna.”  The song 
traveled in a hundred different directions, carried 
on sheet music by traveling performers and on the 
lips of the itinerants of nineteenth-century America.  
It traveled on the voices of the immigrant laborers 
of Pittsburgh (forgotten in Stephen Foster—The 
Musical) who plied the fiery iron furnaces of the 
industrial city.  The song moved out onto the rivers, 
traveling with the steamboats carrying passengers 
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and the products of industry, river people for whom 
the second verse of “Oh! Susanna” must have struck 
an especially familiar chord.  The historian Ken 
Emerson has noted that “the telegraph” mentioned 
in “Oh! Susanna” was not the wired communica-
tion device, but rather the name of two famous 
riverboats, “Telegraph No. 1” and “Telegraph 
No. 2,” both of which plied the waters between 
Cincinnati and Pittsburgh.  Foster’s description of 
“lecktrick fluid” killing black people might have 
been intended as non-
sense verse in such a 
happy-go-lucky song, 
but surely it expressed 
some anxiety towards 
the technology that 
was transforming 
America in the mid-
dle of the nineteenth 
century.  In the age 
of the steam engine, 
the railroad, and the 
industrial furnace, 
Foster’s lyric concern-
ing mass electrocu-
tion and death from 
new technology must 
have struck a chord 
with his American 
audience accustomed 
to hearing of workers’ 
deaths in the expan-
sive industrial age.

P i a n o  p l a y e r s 
banged out “Oh! Su-
sanna” in New Or-
leans and sod-bust-
ers sang out the song 
on the prairies of 
the American West.  
“Forty-Niners” converted the lyrics to gold-digging 
songs and made the tune the anthem of travelers 
to California.  The song was heard in the harbors 

of Charleston, South Carolina and performed in 
blackface on the stage in New York City.  Before 
crowds of “Know-nothing” nativists, white min-
strels affected the black dialect written into the 
song by Stephen Foster and were applauded by 
the howling crowd.  Irish immigrants, having just 
escaped the “Great Hunger” of old Ireland, clapped 
their hands and stamped their feet to the music of 
their newfound home.

Stephen Foster—The Musical does not explain 
these influences upon 
Foster nor the scope 
and nature of the au-
dience that propelled 
him into fame.  The 
American blackface 
music and the people 
who applauded Ste-
phen Foster’s music 
are mostly absent 
from the drama.  Im-
migrants, riverboat-
men, and American 
migrants are not no-
ticeable characters in 
the play.  The story 
also does not ade-
quately treat the sub-
ject of race, an issue 
that seems to have 
troubled the historical 
Stephen Foster (and 
nineteenth-century 
America) a great deal 
and that lay at the 
heart of his music.  

Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning playwright Paul 
Green wrote the script 
for Stephen Foster—

The Musical in the middle of the twentieth century.  
Historians note that American drama of the early 
twentieth century depicted slavery in a distinctive 

Sheet music, “Oh, Susanna.”  From the Foster Hall 
Reproductions: Songs, Compositions and Arrangements 
of Stephen Foster; (Indianapolis:  Josiah Kirby Lilly. 1933)  
Cincinnati Museum Center at Union Terminal, Cincinnati 
Historical Society Library 
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way.  Slaves on stage were typically characterized 
as overweight, middle-aged women, comic in their 
loud behavior and steadfastly loyal to the family 
they served.  This archetype is most famous in Hat-
tie McDaniel, who played Mammy in the movie, 
Gone With the Wind; indeed, Stephen Foster—The 
Musical has a similar stereotypical character in Lievy 
Pise, the black servant of the Foster household.  Like 
blackface itself, such stereotypical characters exhibit 
characteristics intended to appeal to white audi-
ences.  The black servant is nagging but tolerated 
affectionately by her white masters.  She is satisfied 
in her role at the bottom of the family hierarchy, 
docile but caring towards the white children to 
whom she is caretaker, and never is physically at-
tractive, thus is asexual.  The Lievy Pise character 
in Stephen Foster—The Musical carries all of these 
characteristics.  In truth, the historical “Lievy” con-

R E V I E W  E S S A Y

tradicts this twentieth-century reconstruction.  One 
of Stephen Foster’s sisters wrote of an Olivia Pise, 
a “handsome,” “mulatto bound-girl” with large 
gold hoop earrings in her ears, who cared for an 
infant Stephen Foster before the family moved from 
their white cottage estate in the late 1820s.  This 
description is a far cry from the loud, middle-aged 
servant portrayed as Stephen’s adult house servant 
in the story.  It is unclear whether the director un-
consciously chose to portray Olivia in such a stereo-
typical way or if this is simply the tradition of the 
forty-seven-year-old musical, but such a character 
does little to portray the complicated race relations 
of the mid-nineteenth century. 

Clearly, the historical Stephen Foster struggled 
with the subject of race.  While his earliest and great-
est successes were all in blackface minstrel melo-
dies, he seems to have self-consciously attempted 

to change or escape the 
genre.  Stephen Foster 
received no money for the 
success of “Oh! Susanna,” 
published in 1848, and 
while historians acknowl-
edge that early in his ca-
reer Stephen had not yet 
learned how to profit off 
his compositions, it is very 
likely he was simply too 
embarrassed to be associ-
ated with blackface music.  
On later blackface sheet 
music, his name appears 
only haphazardly.  With 
each composition, Foster 
seems to have increas-
ingly tried to humanize 
the black narrator of his 

songs.  Thus, the “killed five hundred nigga” of 
“Oh! Susanna,” evolves into tunes like “Nelly Bly,” 
published in 1850, in which a black man yearns for 
love of Nelly, whose heart is “bigger dan de sweet 
potato down in Tennessee.”  Similarly, “Nelly Was 

Cast members from “The Stephen Foster Story,” 
ca. 1960.  Federal Hill is in the background.  The 
Filson Historical Society
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a Lady,” one of Foster’s less-known compositions, 
published in 1849, although with lyrics in black 
dialect, was reputedly the first sheet music ever to 
portray a black woman in such cultured fashion.

 “My Old Kentucky Home, Good Night!,” which 
Foster published in 1853, serves as one of the best 
examples of the transformation of both songwriter’s 
compositions and his ideas about race.  Although 
Stephen Foster—The Musical portrays Federal Hill 
in Bardstown, Kentucky as the likely inspiration for 
the song, the “home” in Foster’s song is held locally 
to refer to Federal Hill’s slave quarters, although 
little tangible evidence remains of Foster’s stay in 
Bardstown.  Locals promote Federal Hill as “the 
symbol of Stephen Foster’s most endearing song” 
and the park is one of Kentucky’s most popular at-
tractions, with more than 100,000 visitors coming 
to it each year to tour the house and to imagine the 
“Old South” (for which Bardstonians claim their 
town to be epicenter in Kentucky).  

In an ironic twist, Emerson asserts it far more 
likely that Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the influential aboli-
tionist novel published in 1852, inspired Kentucky’s 
Old South anthem.  By May of that year the novel 
had sold nearly twenty thousand copies in the town 
of Pittsburgh alone.  As the historian has noted, 
Foster’s sketchbook of his compositions has been 
preserved and it demonstrates the clear evolution 
of “My Old Kentucky Home” from a tune entitled 
“Poor Uncle Tom, good night” to the state song ap-
preciated by Kentuckians today.  Originally written 
in black southern dialect, the chorus begged Uncle 
Tom, who escaped Kentucky in Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s novel, not to weep for his old Kentucky 
home.  Foster then chose to transform the song from 
a blackface musical to something slower and more 
pronounced.  He removed the black dialect, omitted 
any direct reference to Uncle Tom, and replaced the 
word “nigger” with “darky” (more polite in nine-
teenth-century parlance).  The historian Emerson 
suggests that Foster changed the song to appeal to 
his southern audience.  What is very clear is that 
Foster was deeply affected by Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  

Though never an abolitionist, he seems to have sym-
pathized with the plight of the tortured slave Uncle 
Tom in Stowe’s novel.  Perhaps nothing illustrates 
this connection more clearly than the inclusion of 
“My Old Kentucky Home, Good Night” in the 
musical play Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which opened in 
August of 1852 to popular acclaim throughout the 
northern states.

The life of Stephen Foster ended much more sor-
rowfully than the musical.  Shortly after composing 
“My Old Kentucky Home, Good Night,” Stephen 
Foster left Pittsburgh, his wife, and his daughter, 
in the hope of making it big as a popular music 
composer in New York City.  Eleven years later, 
impoverished, estranged from his family, and a 
raging alcoholic, he died in Bellevue Hospital after 
having stumbled down a flight of wooden stairs.  
He was thirty-seven. 

Stephen Foster—The Musical is an entertain-
ing musical that performs the best of Stephen 
Foster’s music.  It is also successful as a love story.  
However, as a work of history, the play excludes 
what is perhaps the most important aspect of the 
composer’s life.  Far from a tale of successful love, 
the Stephen Foster’s story is in fact the story of 
America in the mid-nineteenth century: a land of 
immigrant peoples, technological innovation, divi-
sive sectionalism, slavery, and rampant racism, as 
evidenced by the enduring popularity of Foster’s 
music.  The most remarkable aspect of Stephen 
Foster’s life was that his music spanned across all 
of America’s diverse regions and into the lives of 
so many different people.  If Stephen Foster—The 
Musical could somehow capture this aspect of the 
Stephen Foster story, it might offer a more histori-
cally accurate depiction of the life of America’s great 
nineteenth-century composer. 

Justin Pope




