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THE HISTORY OF MINSTREL MUSIC 
 
One evening in February of the year 1843, four grotesque figures in blackface, wearing white trousers, 

striped calico shirts, and blue calico coats with long swallowtails, appeared on the stage of the Bowery 
Amphitheater in New York City. They proceeded to entertain the delighted audience with a combination of 
singing, dancing, Negro dialect patter, and instrumental music played on the banjo, violin, bone castanets, and 
tambourine. Their performance concluded with a "walk-around" and “breakdown” (grotesque plantation 
dance). This was the historic debut of the Virginia Minstrels (Ethiopian Band). The leader of this group was 
Dan Emmett, the composer of “Dixie.” While only in existence a short time this group was to have a lasting 
effect on America’s popular music scene. 

 

 
 
Chase, in America’s Music states: “The novel feature of the Virginia Minstrels was the association of 

four entertainers in a coordinated team, dressed in distinctive costumes; each assigned a specific role in the 
ensemble, each playing a characteristic instrument, and putting on a complete, self-contained show. This four-
man team was the classic type of American minstrel show that sprang into enormous popularity in the two 
decades preceding the Civil War.” 

This small group of entertainers and the many others to follow created a new form of public 
entertainment. These early minstrel groups were successors to individual minstrel performers who imitated 
Negro singing and dancing. One of the earliest of pre minstrel show entertainers and one of the most 
successful individual entertainers was Thomas “Daddy” Rice and his interpretation of a Negro stable boy’s 
antics from Kentucky. (Sic: there is controversy as to whether it was in Ohio, Kentucky or Louisiana). Know 
as “Jim Crow” the routine of Rices’ was an astounding success and a successful road trip ended with great 
acclaim in New York City in 1832. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ex. 2 
 

 
 
“Wheel about and turn about and do just so, 
 Everytime I wheeled about I jump Jim Crow.” 
Chase further states: 
 
George Washington Dixon was another of the successful early blackface entertainers. He was doing 

Negro songs in character at Albany as early as 1827. Two years later he appeared at the Bowery Theatre in 
New York, where he introduced one of the favorite numbers in his repertoire, “Coal Black Rose,” which 
Foster Damon describes as “the first burnt-cork song of comic love.” Other blackface entertainers, such as 
Barney Burns and William Pennington, helped to popularize “Blue Tail Blue,” which became a standard 
minstrel number for the next fifty years. 

Many minstrel troupes sprang up in the two decades from 1850 to 1870, which was the heyday of 
American Negro minstrelsy. Minstrelsy endeavored to reproduce the life of the plantation darky. The songs 
sung by the Ethiopian Serenaders were reminiscences of the songs heard when the Negro was at work, on the 
river steamboat, in the sugar field, and at the camp-meetings. 

 
The vogue of minstrelsy spread rapidly and far. It reached California with the forty-niners during the 

gold rush. One minstrel troupe, headed by Henry Whitby, brought the “plantation melodies” to South 
America. American minstrel troupes went to England in the 1840’s and 1850’s achieved resounding acclaim, 
and succeeded in amusing Queen Victoria. Blackface minstrelsy was a unique and novel type of 
entertainment, completely a product of the American scene. Often crude, sometimes mawkish, at its best, it 
had an exuberant vitality and an exotic fascination. It brought to birth and kept alive a vast body of American 
popular music; it remained the mainstay of American popular entertainment for over half a century; and before 
it expired it ushered in one of the most typical and influential forms of American popular music: ragtime. 



 
During the span of the popularity of the Minstrel Show, it was an energetic and popular form of 

amusement. Despite its use of derogatory stereotypes, its music made use of an African-derived instrument - 
the banjo - as well as some use of syncopation and dance patterns. 

Although the Minstrel Show perpetuated Negro stereotypes, it helped blacks enter the field of show 
business after the Civil War. One of the most notable black minstrel composers, James Bland, composed 
"Carry Me Back To Old Virginny," “Oh Dem Golden Slippers,” and "In The Evening By The Moonlight," all 
of which became very popular all over America. 

 
Ex. 3 – James Bland 
 

 
 
Bland was born on October 12, 1854, at Flushing, Long Island, New York. His family (he was one of 

eight children) were ‘free’ American Negroes. He composed over 700 songs. Moving from Philadelphia, to 
Wash. D. C. he briefly attended Howard Univ.  He was introduced to George Primrose and soon joined 
Primrose and West’s Minstrel troupe. Singing a song he wrote on the banks of the James River in Virginia 
“Carry me Back To Old Virginny” was a big hit. He premiered “In the Evening By The Moonlight” at 
Harvey’s Restaurant in Wash. D. C. In the audience that night was President Grover Cleveland and General 
Robert E. Lee. He joined Colonel Jack Harvey’s minstrel troupe touring the United States and earning over 
$10,000 a year. He became an overnight success when touring Europe and gave a command performance at 
Buckingham Palace before Queen Victoria. He stayed in Europe for 20 years; coming back to the states broke. 
He died of tuberculosis on May 6, 1911. One of the minstrel songs he wrote was “Close Dem Windows.” 
(1879) (Ex. 78, page 215) 

 

While many early Minstrel Shows derided the Negro, other songs included also poked fun at other 
races, the arty, the pretentious and even opera and classical music. One such song pokes fun at the great 
violinist Old Bull and Paganini: 

    
  “Loud de banjo talked away 
  And Ole Bull from Norway 
  We’ll take the shine from Paganini, 
  We’re the boys from Ole Virginny.” 
 
Other minstrels were active in political and social causes, singing against slavery, supporting women 

in their struggle to vote and against the use of alcohol. They sang songs such as: “Temperance and Liberty,” 



“Young Man Shun that Cup,” and “Father’s Drunkard and Mother’s Dead.” The minstrels were one of the 
earliest protest idioms whose voice was heard by millions. 

The Minstrel Show’s influence can be seen in vaudeville, (both black and white), the black tent and 
medicine shows which included Early blues singers Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith and others. 

 “Dixie,” originally a minstrel song written by Dan Emmett (a northern minstrel composer) in 1859, 
soon became a patriotic Hymn of the South during the Civil War. Because of this, Emmett’s Minstrel Troupe 
was banned in Northern Cities during the War. 

Even early hillbilly (country) music is filled with many examples of early minstrel songs with the link 
between 19th century minstrel music and modern country music being Uncle Dave Macon. Early hillbilly 
string bands of the 1920’s featured fiddle and banjo versions of old minstrel songs. 

The minstrel show developed a style and a pattern of its own, evolving into various sections: beginning 
with a walk-around comedy routine with the interlocutor and the end men telling jokes; the “Olio” a section 
that was in essence a variety show of talent - singing and dancing; and ending with a short comedy skit. Most 
included a ‘minstrel’ band within the performers of the show. The first band of the 1843 Virginia Minstrels 
included a violin, banjo, tambourine and castanets. 

The Minstrel Show was a uniquely American art form, a direct ancestor of ragtime and jazz, 
vaudeville, American country music, burlesque, and finally, the Broadway musical. 

The music of the minstrel show began with simple melodies with racial lyrics along with sentimental 
ballads, many being composed by Stephen Foster. As the minstrel show became acceptable to American 
society, the contents of the lyrics written changed and often contained social issues with prejudice themes, 
about tolerance, women voting rights and other social issues. The lyrics also derived ethnic races, i.e. Italian, 
Irish, etc. Noted for their social commentary was the Hutchinson Family. 

 

Example of A Minstrel Show 

 
A minstrel show begins with the members on stage standing by their chair. The Interlocutor (M.C.) 

states “Gentlemen be seated. The orchestra plays a chord, accompanied by the tambourine, and the company is 
seated. 

INTERLOCUTOR: Gentlemen, be seated . . . Well, Mr. Bones, how are you feeling this evening? 
BONES: Very well, Mr. Interlocutor, and how are you - how are all your folks? 
INTERLOCUTOR: We’re all well, excepting my brother. You see, a team of horses ran away with 

him, and he’s been laid up since. 
BONES: That’s a very strange coincidence, same thing happened to my brother. 
INTERLOCUTOR: You don’t say. 
BONES: The only difference is, it was my brother who ran away with the team of horses; he’s been 

laid up ever since, but they’ll let him out next month. 
(After laughter from audience Bones continues): 
BONES: Music makes me feel so happy! 
TAMBO: Well, you ain’t going to be happy no more. You’re going to be a soldier and I’m going to 

train you. I’m a first-class soldier trainer, I is. I’m a regular lion trainer, I is. 
BONES: You is a lion trainer? 
TAMBO: That’s what I said. I’se a hard-boiled lioner trainer, I is. 
BONES: You’re a lion son of a gun. 
TAMBO: What’s that you said - - what’s that you said? 
BONES: I said I’d like to be trying that gun. 



TAMBO: When I says you try that gun, you’ll try it and not before. Remember, I’se de boss. Has you 
made up your mind to be a good soldier, boy? - - Cause, if you hasn’t, I’se going to start right into make it up 
for you. 

BONES: Of course I is, of course I is. 
TAMBO: Now, soldier, if you was to see the enemy coming, would you run or would you follow me? 
BONES: I’d be doing both, because, if any enemy approaches, I’ll be running right behind you. 
TAMBO: Was your pappy a soldier? 
BONES:  Yessir, he was at the battle of Bull Run. He was one of the ones that run. (Audience 

laughter) 
INTERLOCUTOR: Our golden-voiced tenor will now sing a selection: (tenor sings a popular ballad of 

the day) 
(Audience applause after selection) 
INTERLOCUTOR: Now, Tambo, didn’t that song touch you? 
TAMBO:  No, but the fellow that sang it did. He still owes me five. 
INTERLOCUTOR:  Enough! Enough! 
TAMBO: He sure has got enough from me, I’ll say he has. 
INTERLOCUTOR: I’m astonished at you, why, the idea of a man of your mental calibre talking about 

such sordid matters, right after listening to such a beautiful song! Have you no sentiment left? 
TAMBO: No, I haven’t got a cent left. 
INTERCOLUTOR: I DIDN’T SAY CENT, I SAID sentiment - - sentiment - -  the tender thought that 

rules the world - - the language of the flowers - - the music of Mendelssohn - - all that arouses sweet feelings. 
Why, Man, can’t you feel? 

TAMBO: I feel he ain’t never going to pay me my five back (all laugh) 
INTERLOCUTOR: I’m afraid that music, the divine attribute of genius, does not appeal to you - - 

music, the subtle harmonies of which have led men to battle for their country, to die without a thought of the 
future. 

TAMBO:  When they die, how are they going to pay me my money back? 
INTERLOCUTOR:  I’m not talking about money, but about music. Doesn’t it soothe you? Music hath 

charms to soothe the savage breast, and you have no love for music! Bones, do you love music? 
BONES: I should say I do. Why, whenever I hears music, my heart goes bumpity-bump. 
INTERLOCUTOR:  You’re mistaken, your heart does nothing of the kind. 
BONES: I guess I ought to know what my heart is doing. 
INTERLOCUTOR: I tell you that you are mistaken. Your heart has nothing to do with your emotion. 

Your heart has no feeling, it is dumb. 
BONES:  My heart is bum? 
INTERLOCUTOR:  Not bum - - dumb! 
BONES:  I got a bum heart? 
INTERLOCUTOR: No, you haven’t a bum heart. What I mean is that it isn’t in your heart that your 

feeling exists. 
BONES: It is. 
INTERLOCUTOR:  It isn’t. 
BONES: Say, whose heart is this, anyhow? (all laugh) 
INTERLOCUTOR: Tambo, I hear you were up before the judge the other day. What seemed to be the 

reason for your being summoned? 



TAMBO: Well, I’ll tell you, Mr. Interlocutor, I was summoned to appear befo’ de judge fo’ 
participatin’ in rollin’ out those African dominoes. 

INTERLOCUTOR: Oh, I see, you were playing dice. 
TAMBO: Yes sir that’s it. 
INTERLOCUTOR: Well, what did the judge say to you? 
TAMBO: Why, he jest sed, “I’m going to fine you ten dollars,” and I hurriedly put my hand in my 

pocket and I sed, “Judge, here’s the ten dollars, I got it right here in mah pocket”; an’ he looked at me and 
said, “All right, now - - all right, now.” 

INTERLOCUTOR: All right, what did he say?” “All right, now?” 
TAMBO: He turned to me and sed, “All right, now, just look in your other pocket an’ see if you got 

ten days.” (all laugh) 
TAMBO: I got a poem I can recite. 
INTERLOCUTOR:  Well, go ahead and recite it: 
 
TAMBO: Mary had a little lamb. With her it used to frolic. 
It licked her cheek in play one day and died of painters’ colic. (all laugh) 
 BONES: Mary had a little lamb, her father killed it dead. 
And now it goes to school with her between two hunks of bread (all laugh) 
INTERLOCUTOR: That scintillating comedian, our ebony-hued Mr. Tambo, will render a roit of 

risibility entitled Nancy Fat. 

 

TAMBO: O Nancy Fat she was a gal, fair and tall and slender 
The fairest gal I ever saw, in all the female gender. 
A lovely foot I know she had, into a boot to thrust, 
Her ankles were made for use, to keep it from the dust. 
(Chorus) O Nancy Fat, What are you at, I love you as no other, 
Nancy Fat, get out of that, with sweetness me you’ll smother. 
Nancy Fat she had a mouth, I cannot now describe it 
It opened like a safety valve, when she wished to divide it; 
And well I knows she had a nose, and everybody knows it. 
The end of it just looks as if the brandy bottle froze it 
(Chorus) 
Nancy Fat had two such eyes, like burnt holes in a blanket, 
The inspiration from her soul, I took it in and drank it: 
She says this darkey am so sweet, she loves me like molasses; 
Dat small machine she calls her heart, goes pit-pat as it passes. 
(Chorus) 
If Nancy Fat does marry me, now nice we’ll live together, 
She and I and all the brains, like ducks in rainy weather; 
And as we march unto de church, and hear de bells a-ringin’, 
De joy will break dis nigger’s heart, to hear de darkies singin’ 
(Chorus) 
 
INTERLOCUTOR: Tambo, do you know anything about astronomy? 
TAMBO: I haven’t met the lady in years. 



INTERLOCUTOR: No, no. Astronomy is the study of the nebular hypothesis, the study of planets. For 
instance, do you now that the sun is so far away it would take two thousand years for a wireless message to 
reach there? 

TAMBO: Maybe you better send a picture postcard. 
INTERLOCUTOR: Good heavens, man, don’t you realize that the sun is often at a distance of ninety-

three million miles? 
TAMBO: Oh, that must be out near New Rochelle! 
INTERLOCUTOR: New Rochelle! Nothing of the kind. Don’t you know that the sun gives us all our 

light? 
TAMBO: Sun may give us our light, but I notice that the gas company makes us pay for it. 
INTERLOCUTOR: Scientists have estimated the sun travels toward the earth with great velocity. 
TAMBO: I used to ride one. 
INTERLOCUTOR: I don’t believe you know what velocity is. 
TAMBO: sure I do; it’s a bicycle with three legs. 
INTERLOCUTOR:  Do you know that the sun gives us life? 
TAMBO:  That’s nothing, I know a judge who gives us the same thing! (all laugh) 
INTERLOCUTOR: Ladies and Gentlemen, we will now close our minstrel show with the entire 

company singing Oh Susanna. 

(Source: “Gentlemen Be Seated”, by Paskam & Spaeth, 1928) 
 
As minstrel show evolved they added a skit usually in the form of a parody on contemporary subjects 

or current running plays. One example was the play “Camille,” giving the minstrel the chance to portray a 
wrench on the stage: 

 
“Enter a minstrel dressed extravagantly as Camille. Including a hat, which is a wreath of vegetables on 

his head. 
The scene that follows ridicules love scenes the way they were performed in the popular melodrama of 

the era by grotesquely exaggerating and contorting the typical elements and symbols of love. Flowers are 
turned into vegetables, love swears are uncovered as extrinsically motivated. 

Camille: Army, I love you! Devotedly! (embrace) devoutly! (embrace) madly! (embrace 
excruciatingly!)     (embrace) spasmodically love you! (embrace and kiss) 

Even the usually emotional and peaceful dying scene turns out to be a quite violent act. 
Camille: Army, I’m dying! 
(Camille pulls him by the head and treats him exceedingly rough) 
Army: Die easy, Camille, die easy! (She throws him over her head.) 
These are scenes where the comic principle of “incongruity plus surprise” is brought to a climax 

because nobody would expect such violence to happen in this context. This is completed by comic repartee, 
Camille: Army, dear Army! How long has this fiery passion burnt inside your breast? 
Army: About ten minutes. 
(The usual pun comes next) 
Camille: Army, I feel every indication of a ‘swine’ (instead of “swoon”). 
 
{Today we have only the written text of these farces and can only imagine what the real performances 

were like. 
 



Early Negro Theater and Influence 

One of the earliest mentioning of the Negro American Theatre was around 1823/24. A play from 
England entitled Tom and Jerry; or, Life in London opened in New England. The show’s success was attested 
to by the haste with which a band of Negro players produced a version. In the play A New Glance at New York 

(1848) contained songs and dances - including a “Nigger Dance.” The Negro theatre and the minstrels both 
influenced the American musical. A playhouse catering to blacks existed in the early 19th century in New 
York, led by the first major black actor in America, James Hewlett. The level of its artistry can be garnered 
from descriptions of its performance of Richard the Third and Othello. In Richard, King Henry and the 
Duchess were played by the same actor. One speech began “Gib me noder Horse,” and “Several fashionable 
songs” were added. In Othello, Desdemona danced a hornpipe, while Othello and Lago put aside their enmity 
long enough to raise their voices together in “The Rival Beauties.” Odell suggesting “the verses . . . look like 
the beginning of Negro minstrelsy,” quoted one couplet: At dancing school I next was sent, all muffled up 
with care. Where I larnt to dance a minuet as graceful as a Bear!”  

Notice the Negro dialect. One would take the lyrics “Gib me noder Horse,” for a 20th century Negro 
dialect. This was seen by contemporaries as speaking English as a Frenchman might. It is noted that 
Shakespeare employed a similar speech for his French ladies in Henry V - “Oui, dat de tongues of de mans is 
be full of deceits.” Could it be that Negroes living in the French areas in America and especially in French 
New Orleans were imitating the French English dialect when they talked English? Today the native New 
Orleanian talks in an accent that is close to Negro dialect using ‘dat’ for that, etc. 

Few, if any white men attended these Negro entertainments. But, interest in the Negro as a stage 
character was growing. This interest was heightened appreciably in 1832 when T. D. Rice “jumped” his “Jim 
Crow” between the acts of whatever shows were on the bills of houses at which he was appearing. These 
shows were indicative of the melange of entertainment and moods of early 19th century theatergoers. It showed 
the various types of entertainment the audiences were prepared to face in a single evening. Rice made his New 
York debut on November 12 between performances of two serious dramas. The Hunchback and Catherine of 

Cleves. Regardless of the expressive verb “jump” that immediately became associated with “Jim Crow,” the 
dance seems to have been a shuffle, with the feet generally on the ground and upper-body movements 
contorted. Rice is said to have developed the routine after watching a crippled Black stablehand in Louisville 
entertain himself. Some scholars dispute this story, especially since Rice is said to have also appropriated the 
Negro’s tune. These scholars argue that tune is too similar to an Irish folk tune and an English stage song. 
They apparently assume that because Rice is said to have derived the tune from the Negro, the melody by 
implication must be Black in origin. In any case Rice added his own words. 

“Wheel about, turn about do jes so, an’ ebery time I wheel about I jump Jim Crow.” 

The dance along with its music and lyrics became what Robert Toll, in his history of the minstrel 
show, Blacking Up, labeled “the first of many Afro-American dances to become a worldwide success.” For 
years afterwards Rice appeared in shows such as Jim Crow in London and The Virginia Mummy, their 
advertisements often promising “he will sing his celebrated song of Jim Crow.” 

Although blackface artists such as Rice were precursors of minstrelsy, the minstrel show, as an entire 
evening’s entertainment, did not take to the stage until February 1843, when Billy Whitlock, R. W. Pelham, 



Frank Brower and Dan Emmett, billing themselves as the Virginia Minstrels, offered an extended exhibition 
of the “oddities, peculiarities, eccentricities, and comicalities of that Sable Genus of Humanity.” Curiously, 
the term “minstrels,” which has ever since been linked with burnt cork amusement, was given its vogue by 
this group. Until its arrival most blackface performers were known as “delineators,” often, more specifically, 
“Ethiopian delineators.” The new band borrowed the last half of its name from the Tyrolese Minstrel Family, 
which had just toured the land to great acclaim. Although the Virginia Minstrels disbanded within a year, its 
success was so great that imitators sprang up everywhere. For the most part these early minstrel groups stayed 
close to their home auditoriums. However, only a year after the debut of the Virginia Minstrels, a troupe 
known as the Ethiopian Serenades trucked its luggage to the White House for a command performance. 

While blackface seems to have originally been used in theatricals in the South and Midwest, the 
evening-long minstrel show that first saw the footlights in New York also saw its principal development there. 
Toll believes this was “because the intense competition eliminated poor performers and forced innovations.” 
What did evolve was the first genuinely American Musical Theatre, the first great indigenous entertainment. 
But only in the most liberal sense of the term could a minstrel show be a work of art. As Toll noted, “it had no 
characterization to develop, no plot to evolve, no musical score, no set speeches, no subsidiary dialogue - 
indeed no fixed script at all. Each set - song, dance, joke, or skit - was a self-contained performance that 
strived to be the highlight of the show.” The show was held together by an external framework - what today’s 
jargon would call a format - rather than by any internal cohesion or organically dictated form. Its devil-may-
care indifference to even the vaguest dramatic unites helped establish a not altogether healthy ‘slapdash’ 
tradition in the American Musical Theatre. 

The pattern that did quickly settle into place was simple. The show was divided into three parts. The 
first part, with its semicircle of performers flanked by comic end men Tambo and Bones and presided over by 
a centrally seated interlocutor, was the section that came to typify minstrelsy. Tambo and Bones received their 
names from the tambourine and clackers they held and which they rattled to express their approval of a song 
or a joke. Their comedy routines and songs were interspersed with the more serious romantic melodies 
rendered by the fourth principal, the balladeer.  The second part of the performances was an olio, Like the 
opening section, it was essentially a variety bill, made less formal by the absence of the interlocutor and end 
men. The difference between the two parts was more of degree than of kind. Its most noteworthy feature was a 
“stomp speech,” a comic monologue. Toll quotes one that began, “Feller-fellers and oder fellers, when Joan of 
Ark and his broder Noah’s Ark crossed de Rubicund . “ The final or third section of the show was an extended 
skit. At first these skits were simple scenes of plantation life laced with songs and dances, little more than a 
third type of vaudeville. Within a decade, however, George Christy of the Christy Minstrels and his copiers 
supplanted scenes of life in the South with lampoons of current events or, with increasing frequency, of 
current plays. The sensational vogue of Uncle Tom’s Cabin inevitably demanded spoofing, and afforded an 
excellent and easy transition from plantation scenes to travesties of stage plays. Under such titles as Uncle 

Dad’s Cabin, Aunt Dinah’s Cabin, Life among the Happy (Mrs. Stowe’s subtitle had been Life Among the 

Lowly). Or Happy Uncle Tom, minstrels presented a cheerily deranged version in which Uncle Tom was 
usually not sold down the river, in which Simon Legree often failed to appear, and in which Topsy, Eva, and 
all the other famous figures found ample opportunity for songs and jigs. As one lyric announced: 

“Oh, white folks, we’ll have you to know dis am not de version of Mrs. Stowe. Wid her de Darks am 
all unlucky but we am de boys from Old Kentucky.” 



No small part of these curious inversion reflected an underlying and persistent sentiment of minstrelsy; 
its fundamentally anti-Negro attitude. However good-natured the kidding might have been, by and large 
minstrel shows had little ‘truck’ with abolitionist sentiment. The Civil War forced a certain change of attitude, 
but not a change of heart. With Reconstruction many a minstrel company briefly dropped their satirizing of 
stage successes to mock carpetbaggers and over-ambitious Negroes. 

Within the minstrel structure there was ample scope for a variety of songs, humor, and dance. Some of 
the most long-lived jokes in the American repertory seem to have first been tried on minstrel audiences. While 
no conclusive records exist it is probable that a minstrel first asked why a chicken crossed the road and told 
his amazed foil the answer, “To get to the other side”; and that a fellow blackface performer first asked why a 
fireman wears red suspenders and informed his straightman it was “To hold up his pants.” Toll points to some 
humor, which was double-barreled, evidently to reassure patrons that it was all a masquerade as well as to 
provide a joke. “Why am I like a young widow?” a comedian asked. After the line was slowly repeated, he 
fired back: “Because I do not stay long in black.” Later, when the popularity of minstrelsy began to wane, 
immigrants’ dialects and traits were also parodied. 

Minstrel songs ranged from racial lampoons to political satire to treacly 19th century sentimentality. 
Obviously the Coon song came later. Many of these, especially in the beginning, appropriated standard 
melodies. “Jim Crow” was not unique. A number of successful minstrels claim to have carefully studied 
native Negro song patterns, and to have sometimes borrowed Negro melodies and verses. But now much 
genuine Black material audiences heard remains moot. Although political satire employed darky speech it was 
clearly the product of professionals. 

Of songs of a more sentimental nature, those that bear the signature of Stephen Foster are sung and 
loved to this day. Foster had played in minstrel shows as a young man and took readily to minstrel styles. 
Although many of his songs were popular on the minstrel stage, some, such as Oh, Susanna, Old Black Joe, 

and Camptown Races were not necessarily composed with the stage in mind. But Mass’s In De cold, Cold 

Ground and his masterpiece, Old Folks At Home, seem to have been composed at the behest of the Christy 
Minstrels, and the latter was first issued with E. P. Christy listed as composer.  

Ex. 4 



    

    



 

But Foster’s material was the cream of the crop. More typical of the everyday melodies with which 
theatergoers of the era were regaled were the works of William Shakespeare Hays. While he is now all but 
forgotten, the remarkably prolific Hays was esteemed in his own day. Early In De Morn’ and Roll Out! Heave 

That Cotton exemplifies his work.  

 A few other songs from the minstrel stage have retained their popularity. For some, such as Polly 

Wolly Doodle, their hold on public affection grows shakier with time. But Dixie, which was written by Dan 

Emmett and introduced by him with Bryant’s Minstrels on April 4, 1859, and soon employed to rally the 
confederacy, has become a classic. 

Most of the dancing - such as that employed with “Jim Crow” or “Essence Of Old Virginia” derived 
from the same Negro shuffle that eventually led to the buck and wing and the soft-shoe. For the most part they 
were a white man’s attempt to theatricalize a Black man’s art. But significantly the most highly praised of 
early minstrel dancers reversed the procedure. William Henry Lane, who performed as Master Juba was a 
Negro who based his routines on an Irish jig.  

Ex. 5 – William Henry Lane 

 

Lane was born in Providence, Rhode Island in 1823 and died a pauper in 1852. He lived in the Five 
Points district of lower Manhattan in an area called Paradise Square, where free blacks and poor Irish lived. 
He picked up the Irish idiom of the jig and by 1845 was considered the greatest dancer of all, becoming the 
first black performer to get top billing over a white performer in a minstrel show. He became known as 
“Master Juba” and was revered for his combination of the fast footwork of the jig and African rhythms and 
beat. Descriptions of his dancing written during his day render something close to what we now think of as tap 
dancing. 



(Sic: His lack of mention as an important individual in the American dance world is understandable 
with the atmosphere and attitudes of the era. Lane set the trend for a new dance that inspired such forms as 
hambone, patting juba, jazz and soft-shoe.   

After attending a performance of Lane, English author Charles Dickens declared unequivocally that 
Lane was the “greatest dancer known.” In his American notes Dickens describes the black dance in action: 
“Single shuffle, double shuffle, cut and cross-out, snapping his fingers, rolling his eyes, turning in his knees, 
presenting the backs of his legs in front, spinning about on his toes and heels . . . all sort of legs and no legs - 
what is this to him?” 

Besides being a master of the Irish jig, Lane incorporated distinctly African American elements in his 
performances, including what would later be known as tap dancing and the hand jive. Lane is commonly 
regarded as the father of tap dancing. He also utilized the dance style known as “patting Juba,” in which a 
dancer sets complex rhythms through hand clapping, foot stomping, and striking his hands against different 
portions of his body. (Juba was a title or nickname commonly conferred on slaves who showed talent in music 
or dancing and derived from the African Globe, an intricate step dance with many variations.) Lane first began 
performing professionally with white minstrels in 1845 and appeared with several companies before joining 
the Ethiopian Serenaders for their 1848 tour of England. At the end of this tour Lane elected to remain in 
England, where he died in 1852 at the age of 27. 

From their inception, minstrel troupes composed of Negroes were generally most admired for their 
high stepping. Here was another pattern established early on! Apart from the clowning of a great comedian on 
the order of Bert Williams, it would be years before anything from a Negro musical but its dances would be 
taken seriously. 

Although the minstrel show remained popular until the turn of the century, its heyday ended with the 
Civil War. The new musical entertainments that erupted just after the war offered novelty, more spectacles, 
and ultimately, the comfort of something that passed for a story. Leading minstrel impresarios were quick to 
appreciate the change of tastes. They attempted to compete by adding parades, more spectacular mountings of 
their own, more non-Negro materials, and, in cases such as Francis Leon of Kelly and Leon’s Minstrels, by 
offering female impersonations in their burlesques. But in 1883-84, when J. H. Haverly, the last of the great 
minstrel impresarios, bought out New York’s final surviving resident troupe, the oddly named San Francisco 

Minstrels, the great era of blackface came to a close. Haverly increased the size of his companies, advertising 
40 Mastodon Minstrels, and he unveiled a scene of a “Turkish Barbaric Palace in Silver and Gold transformed 
before audiences’ eyes into a King’s Palace. He claimed to have spent as much as $1500 on a single costume 
when the whole shows cost no more to produce. But his efforts were too little avail. Those who followed him 
- Dumont, Dockstader, and their associates - generally contented themselves with playing to elderly audiences 
in houses that were not always the most desirable. 



 

Minstrel Playbills 

 What did a minstrel show consist of? How was it put together? What was included in the show? 
These questions can be answered by looking at the minstrel show’s programs. A program or ‘playbill’ was 
handed out to the audience when a minstrel came to town for a performance. There was very little about the 
minstrel itself except a listing of its program for the night. It could consist of as many as 16 pages, with almost 
of it advertisements for various local businesses with the minstrel program put in surrounded by numerous 
advertisements. Our examples begin in 1879 to 1908. These minstrel shows are major productions with a large 
cast and a great number of stagehands. They toured cities in the U. S. both large and small. I will present the 
page that gives the name of the minstrel troupe performing but only the part of the other pages that list the 
program. 

 

 


