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 The American musical team John Kander and Fred Ebb created many celebrated works, 

yet musicologists have carried out little research on those works. This study examines the role of 

music in the parodic narration of Kander and Ebb’s final collaboration, The Scottsboro Boys. 

Kander and Ebb use minstrelsy to tell the story of the historic Scottsboro Boys trials with actors 

portraying the Scottsboro Boys as minstrels; at the same time, they employ a number of devices 

to subvert minstrelsy stereotypes and thereby comment on racism.  Drawing on African 

American literary theory, sociolinguistics, and Bakhtin’s dialogism, this study illuminates how 

Signifyin(g), a rhetorical tradition used to encode messages in some African American 

communities, is the primary way the actors playing the Scottsboro Boys subvert through 

minstrelsy. This study not only contributes to the discussion of Signifyin(g) in African American 

musicals and theatre as a tool of subversion, but also provides an example of non-African 

American creators—Kander and Ebb—using Signifyin(g) devices. They use these in the music 

and the book; in particular, Kander and Ebb do some Signifyin(g) on Stephen Foster’s plantation 

melodies.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 In this project I examine how American Broadway creators John Kander and Fred Ebb 

use parodic narration in their final musical, The Scottsboro Boys. Much controversy surrounded 

the premiere of the musical, as the team used minstrelsy to tell the story of the 1930s Scottsboro 

Boys trials.  The Scottsboro Boys case is infamous in American history for the injudicious trial 

procedures and unfair treatment of the nine African American teens wrongly accused of raping 

two white women. 

 In the musical, the nine Scottsboro Boys tell their version of the trials as minstrels by 

reversing minstrelsy caricature stereotypes. Although I discuss Kander and Ebb’s cultivation of 

their signature type of metadrama and of the concept musical in The Scottsboro Boys, I primarily 

examine the role of music in the narration of the show through the lens of the African American 

rhetorical tradition called Signifyin(g). Kander and Ebb demonstrate in The Scottsboro Boys that 

Signifyin(g) can be used in musical theatre as a device of parodic narration; moreover, in doing 

this, they demonstrate that the practice also applies to works by non-African American creators.  

 Chapter 1 includes information about the Scottsboro Boys case and a discussion on the 

historical context of the Jim Crow South. It is important to include this information, since 

Kander and Ebb dramatized real life events. In this chapter key terms and theories are discussed 

to illuminate the intricacy of Kander and Ebb’s parodic narration. These theories come from the 

intersecting disciplines of sociolinguistics and African American literary theory, as well as 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism.  

 The application portion of the project in chapter 2 reveals how the theories used to 

analyze The Scottsboro Boys are interconnected by their ability to reveal double meaning. The 
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two selected songs, “Alabama Ladies” and “Southern Days,” are striking examples of textual and 

musical Signification; before the discussion of these songs, an analysis of the opening song of 

the show, “HEY! HEY! HEY! HEY!/ Minstrel March,” identifies minstrelsy conventions and 

Kander and Ebb’s textual/musical devices of parodic narration. In the discussion of each of the 

songs chosen for this study, there are subsections that focus on the historical context of the real 

life events and on particular tactics of parodic narration. Many of these devices are used 

simultaneously and reinforce each other, but they are examined individually in an attempt to 

convey the overall effect of the musical numbers. 

Musical Background 
 
The composer and lyricist team John Kander and Fred Ebb have a long history of 

creating musicals about sociopolitical topics in daring ways. Their final musical, The Scottsboro 

Boys, is no exception.  Kander, Ebb, and their creative team, book writer David Thompson, 

choreographer Susan Stroman, and stage designer Beowulf Boritt, worked on the show from 

2002 until Ebb’s death in 2004. After time spent away from the show, Kander resumed work on 

the musical and completed it in 2009. The associate director and choreographer for the show, 

Jeff Whiting, noted that most of the songs had been completed at the time of Ebb’s death.1 The 

Scottsboro Boys premiered off-Broadway at the Vineyard Theatre on March 10, 2010, with 

subsequent productions following in Minneapolis, on Broadway, and in Philadelphia, San Diego, 

and San Francisco.  

In search of a story to tell, Kander, Ebb, Stroman, and Thompson began research into 

American trials. Although criminal justice professionals widely acknowledged them to be among 

the most shameful events in American history, most Americans today are unfamiliar with the 

1 Jeff Whiting, preshow lecture to The Scottsboro Boys performance, by the American Conservatory Theater, the   
Geary Theater, San Francisco, June 27, 2012. 
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Scottsboro Boys trials. The creative team chose the Scottsboro case in order to expose the racism 

that tainted the trials, as well as the Jim Crow South in general. This study is concerned with the 

strategies used to depict how white characters of power in the show such as police officers, 

governors, lawyers, and judges in Alabama acted injudiciously. There are a number of ways in 

which Kander and Ebb parody the original events through text, exaggerated gestures, and 

costume; however, as noted earlier, the focus of this project is on the role of music in the parodic 

narration of The Scottsboro Boys.  

As in Kander and Ebb’s 1975 concept musical Chicago, much of the story takes place in 

a courtroom. The group of African American teenagers collectively called “the Scottsboro Boys” 

were tried in Alabama several times for a crime they did not commit. The musical version tells 

the story of nine of these teens who were accused of raping two young women from Alabama. 

During their research on the Scottsboro Boys trials, the team happened upon a newspaper article 

that compared the circus-like environment of the courtroom procedures to a minstrel show.2 This 

report influenced the team, ironically, to tell the story through blackface minstrelsy.  

Minstrelsy is a genre of musical theatre that developed in the early years of the nineteenth 

century in which white Americans—and later black Americans—presented a variety show in a 

semi-circular formation. The show usually required about eight men, in addition to the 

interlocutor, who acted as an emcee (master of ceremonies). Two end men served as the primary 

jokesters, while the rest supported their banter. Minstrel shows included satirical skits, songs, 

and dancing performed by men in blackface, which was painted on with burnt cork or black shoe 

polish.  According to Eric Lott, the show traditionally contained three sections: the first included 

songs and witty jokes; the second was called the “olio” and featured skits and cross-dressing 

performances; and the third ended with a narrative skit, “usually set in the South, containing 

2 Ibid. 
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dancing, music, and burlesque.”3 The violin, banjo, tambourine, and bones were originally the 

standard instruments. 

In The Scottsboro Boys, the accused teens are not only the protagonists of the show but 

also the actors of the minstrel show presented within the show. Framed therefore as a musical 

within a musical, The Scottsboro Boys presents the title characters telling the truth about what 

happened at their arrest and trials. As might be expected, the production team’s decision to use 

the minstrel show framework initially prompted concern from academics, audiences, and 

especially civil rights activists, such as the Freedom Party in New York City, a political party led 

by African Americans and Latinos who are fighting for political and economic change by 

challenging sociopolitical structures created by wealthy elites.4 In an effort to shut down the 

production on Broadway, the Freedom Party organized protests of the show on Sunday 

afternoons outside the Lyceum Theatre. According to Jeff Whiting, the protesters thought that 

The Scottsboro Boys was an actual minstrel show with the intent of perpetuating further racism.5  

The team’s decision to use blackface minstrelsy certainly warrants explanation, since the 

conventions of the genre are offensive today. Yet the use of minstrelsy as a frame makes sense in 

light of how the creative team turns minstrelsy on its head— a phrase frequently used by the 

creators to describe the destruction of minstrelsy conventions by the end of the show.6 Book 

writer David Thompson realized that the minstrelsy frame allowed the narration to span several 

3 Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface and the American Working Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1995), 5-6. 
4 Freedom Party, “Freedom Party Program,” Freedom Party Official Website, 
http://www.freedompartynys.com/agenda (accessed July 10, 2012). 
5 Whiting, preshow lecture. To understand the Freedom Party’s fears, consider the plot of Spike Lee’s 2000 film 
Bamboozled, which is a story of modern minstrelsy gone terribly wrong. The plot concerns a production team that 
televises a satirical minstrel show. Audience members, however, do not recognize the intended satire on minstrelsy; 
still, the production continues because it is lucrative. The main actor in the minstrel show then dies, the victim of a 
hate crime. 
6 For an example see David Thompson’s interview on the Official Scottsboro Boys Website, “In Conversation with 
David Thompson: The Scottsboro Boys,” YouTube video file. http://scottsboroboysmusical.com/video.html 
(accessed November 15, 2011). 
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years and even decades. At the end of the show, the boys reappear on stage in blackface to tell 

the audience the tragic outcomes of the lives of most of the boys.  

At the preshow lecture of the production in San Francisco on June 27, 2012, Whiting 

explained that the show’s creators were appalled by the racism towards blacks and Jews evident 

in the Scottsboro Boys trial transcripts. The creators incorporated much of the offensive content 

of the trial, but as Whiting explained, some of it was far too offensive to include.7 The 

provocative content of the musical shows that the team by no means disregarded either the 

sociopolitical issues surrounding the Scottsboro Boys trial or the subsequent poor quality of the 

lives of the nine men. Despite the seriousness of the topic, Kander and Ebb insisted throughout 

the creative process that the show must be entertaining.8 

Minstrelsy and its associated song genres remained among the most popular American art 

forms from the 1830s to the 1880s and continued to be cultivated well into the first half of the 

twentieth century.  As philosopher Tommy Lee Lott notes in his discussion of minstrelsy, 

characteristics of the genre are found in various entertainment media today.9 Nonetheless—

putting content aside temporarily—audiences were attracted to catchy tunes and rhythms, the 

popular instrumentation of the banjo, violin, and percussion and satire, the fast-paced comedy, 

and wit fundamental to the minstrel show.10 Realizing the potential of minstrelsy as 

entertainment and of its flexible structure, The Scottsboro Boys creators used the genre to tell the 

story with a twist, altering the content through a reversal: instead of whites caricaturing blacks, 

the Scottsboro Boys as minstrels caricature powerful whites who dominated throughout the 

7 Whiting, preshow lecture. 
8 Official Scottsboro Boys Website, “In Conversation with John Kander: The Scottsboro Boys,” YouTube video file, 
http://scottsboroboysmusical.com/video.html (accessed November 15, 2011). 
9 Tommy Lee Lott, The Invention of Race: Black Culture and the Politics of Representation (Malden, 
Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, 1999), 152-165. 
10 Thompson, “In conversation with David Thompson: The Scottsboro Boys,” YouTube. 
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trials. This conceit explicitly showcases not only the racism during the trials, but also the racist 

conventions of the genre.  

Review of Literature 

Kander and Ebb created fifteen musicals and maintained a successful partnership for over 

forty years, yet little musicological research on their works has been carried out. Although 

research has been done in theatre studies on the staging, direction, and film adaptations of 

Chicago (1975) and Cabaret (1966), only recently have musicologists recognized Kander and 

Ebb’s works as a topic for discussion. In his 2009 monograph on Kander and Ebb in the Yale 

Broadway Masters series, musicologist James Leve illuminates Kander and Ebb’s unique 

collaborative process and their role in the development of the concept musical.11 Leve cites 

Cabaret as “the first fully realized concept musical,” a type they continued to develop 

throughout their careers.12 The concept musical differs from the traditional book musical in that 

fragmentation of the plot line is frequent and can become a metaphor, taking on more importance 

than it would in a book musical with its more linear plot development.13  

On the one hand, the concept musical aims to make the form the same as the content, 

which means that the production style is closely connected to the musical’s theme. On the other 

hand, the traditional book musical strives to integrate song, dance, and spectacle into a seamless 

linear narration.14 Leve explains that Kander and Ebb’s “serious dramas” are often concept 

musicals, and I shall demonstrate that The Scottsboro Boys follows this pattern.15 Just as Kander 

and Ebb use the cabaret genre as a framing device and metaphor for German society in the 

11 James Leve, Kander and Ebb (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2009), 38-43. 
12 Ibid., 40. 
13 Jeffrey Scott Neuman, “‘And that’s Showbiz, Kid,’: Self-Referential Theatricality in the Musicals of John Kander 
and Fred Ebb” (master’s thesis, University of Colorado, Boulder, 1998), 3. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Leve, Kander and Ebb, 30-31. 
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1920s, they employ blackface minstrelsy as a vehicle through which to tell the story and as a 

manifestation of racism. The characteristic temporal flexibility of minstrelsy indeed allowed 

Thompson to structure the narrative for the Scottsboro Boys trial as a concept musical. Kander 

and Ebb could dramatize the events sequentially as they happened in real life but include 

selected snapshot-like images that unfold over a number of years. As a result, the narration 

highlights the most important events in a short amount of time. More importantly, it appears as 

though the boys are frozen in time in a state of limbo performing their story until they are 

allowed to tell the truth, a surreal state Ebb called for in the book of Chicago and explored earlier 

in Cabaret. In his master’s thesis, Jeffrey Scott Neuman describes Hal Prince’s concept of “in 

limbo” in Cabaret as a “metaphoric space that represented changes in the German psyche during 

the rise of Nazism.”16 This study expands on the scholarly study of Kander and Ebb’s cultivation 

of the limbo state in the concept musical from a musicological perspective.   

Neuman states that Kander and Ebb developed a “signature brand of metadrama that 

infused and defined all of their subsequent musical theatre compositions” following Cabaret and 

Chicago.17 Neuman applies Richard Hornby’s theories of the five types of metadrama to 

Chicago. I adopt Neuman’s method as one way to analyze The Scottsboro Boys. As a specialist 

in theatre and dance studies, Neuman delivers an exemplary dramatic analysis, but with a simple, 

although well-informed, analysis of the music. This study expands on what Neuman has 

achieved by delving further into the treatment of music in metadramatic contexts. 

Opera and musical theatre have long been forums for social and political commentary. In 

Resistance, Parody, and Double-Consciousness in African American Theatre, 1895-1910, David 

Krasner discusses how African American stage performers and musicals presented sociopolitical 

16 Neuman, 92-93. 
17 Ibid., 79. 
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commentary through parody and irony as subversive devices. Even though The Scottsboro Boys 

was created by a white team, the plot is grounded as a minstrel show performed by African 

American characters, who subvert through theatrical techniques long used by African 

Americans. Krasner examines African American theatre chiefly through the lens of W.E.B. Du 

Bois’s theory of double-consciousness as discussed in The Souls of Black Folk. Dubois’s concept 

of otherness as presented in his theory of double-consciousness resonates with the discussion 

here of The Scottsboro Boys. 18 Du Bois describes the experience of being black as one in which 

a single self-consciousness does not exist; instead, there is a dual consciousness in a wrenching 

continuous dialectic: one of being black, the other of being American. Krasner connects the 

anxiety of double-consciousness endured by black performers in African American theatre to the 

challenges of self-representation at the turn of the twentieth century: 

Performing within a prescribed framework established by whites in blackface, black 
performers had to negotiate between representations of self, and representations of 
blackness fixed in the minds of audiences accustomed to white caricatures. Black 
performers were keenly aware of this paradox, which created a complex, and often 
contradictory, relationship between performance and representation.19  
 

These paradoxical performances of representation that Krasner discusses are a prominent feature 

of The Scottsboro Boys explained in chapter 2. Representations of minstrelsy in The Scottsboro 

Boys are ironic, thereby commenting on white caricatures of blacks. The boys in The Scottsboro 

Boys alternate between dramatizing themselves, caricaturing white people in powerful positions, 

including in drag. Foregrounding the perceptions people have of others becomes a powerful 

force of subversion in the show. Consequently, issues of race, class, and gender collide, 

challenging the audience members’ perceptions of identity. Some caricatures in African 

American theater were demonstrations of resistance; Krasner observes the following:  

18 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches (Chicago: A.C. McClurg & Co., 1903), 3 
19 David Krasner, Resistance, Parody, and Double Consciousness in African American Theatre, 1895-1910 (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 9. 
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Oppressed cultures often succeed in subverting the dominant representation by moving 
away from ‘reality’ and ‘authenticity’ and toward the humorous and the imaginative. 
Parody and signifying can be put to the very subtle task of distancing the performance 
from an imposed and unnatural ‘authenticity.’ The comic turn emerges as one of the most 
elusive, yet effective strategies of dismantling the cultural underpinnings of colonial 
power.20  

 
Regarding the musical comedy A Trip to Coontown, Krasner describes how African American 

performer Robert “Bob” Cole used reversal and parody to critique hegemony and minstrelsy in 

whiteface: he “foregrounded a social condition—tramp, hobo, itinerant—while positioning race 

in the background,” which destabilized the notion that the “tramp, hobo, itinerant” were an 

essentially black stereotype.21 Krasner also examines ways in which performers used 

Signifyin(g), a discursive strategy unique to African American communities to encode meaning 

that subverts white hegemony. Signifyin(g) is a term discussed in greater depth below in the 

subsection “Key Terms and Theories.” Although audiences might be shocked by Kander and 

Ebb’s techniques of subversion, black performers have been using Signifyin(g) and parody in 

theatre for over a century. What is particularly intriguing about The Scottsboro Boys is that a 

white team of musical theater creators applied Signifyin(g) and other African American 

rhetorical devices. This study expands on the use of Signifyin(g) in entertainment to include its 

presence in musical theater in the twenty-first century and its use by white creators to probe 

misconceptions of race. 

Reception 

Since the three premieres of The Scottsboro Boys off-Broadway, in Minneapolis, and on 

Broadway in 2010, the work has received much critical attention. Reviews of the show nearly 

always comment on the parody and irony in The Scottsboro Boys. Many critics praise the 

creative team for their ingenious use of irony to engage and challenge the audience. For instance, 

20 Krasner, 30. 
21 Ibid., 32-33. 
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Scott Brown writes in a theater review for the online entertainment site Vulture that “the talent 

onstage is so lavish it overwhelms our comfortable pieties with pure showmanship, conjuring 

your applause in waves, then quietly placing an asterisk after each bravura number: Did I just 

clap for ... a shuck-and-jive?”22 This review supports the idea that Kander and Ebb’s style 

engages audience members while it also provokes them to question the function of 

entertainment. Brown further describes the effect of the show as “a single, stunning blow to the 

temple,” concluding that “on its own discomfiting, blunt-force terms, it’s utterly successful.”23 In 

contrast, the self-referential device of minstrelsy backfired for Michael Feingold, who expresses 

his disapproval, stating: 

 The horrific slice of history it handles seems to have been chosen because it fit the pattern 
of earlier Kander & Ebb musicals (Cabaret, Chicago) that treated grim subjects with 
mocking irony. Regrettably, history doesn't let itself get mocked so easily. Sally Bowles 
and Roxie Hart were fictional characters. Haywood Patterson and the eight other young 
black men who were dragged through endless trials and agonizing years of Alabama 
prisons, thanks to a wholly baseless charge of rape, were not only real but loomed 
gigantically in national thought, and provoked far-reaching historic effects…. The 
songwriters and their librettist, David Thompson, sensed this sufficiently to frame the 
show with one such reverberation as if that could make the facile irony of the rest—the 
story is told as if by a blackface minstrel troupe—permissible. This stratagem fails 
because the juxtaposition defuses both gestures, just as the minstrel-style heartiness 
defuses the historical agony. You can sometimes please people by shocking them, but 
trying to please them and offend them at the same time achieves neither.24 

 
For Feingold, the mocking irony of the minstrel show belittles the seriousness of the Scottsboro 

trials. Feingold argues that the ironic portrayal of characters based on historical events is 

inappropriate given the grim reality of the Scottsboro trials. The Scottsboro Boys is based on a 

true story with characters based on real people, in contrast to the fictitious characters of Sally 

22 Scott Brown, review of The Scottsboro Boys, “The Brilliant Blunt Force of The Scottsboro Boys,” by Kander and 
Ebb, Vulture (October 31, 2010), http://www.vulture.com/2010/10/theater_review_the_brilliant_b_1.html (accessed 
7/25/2012). 
23 Ibid. 
24 Michael Feingold, review of The Scottsboro Boys, “In the Wake, Middletown, and The Scottsboro Boys Enter the 
Discomfort Zone,” by Kander and Ebb, The Village Voice (November 10, 2010), 
http://www.villagevoice.com/2010-11-10/theater/in-the-wake-middletown-and-scottsboro-boys-enter-the-
discomfort-zone/2/ (accessed 10/25/2011). 
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Bowles and Roxie Hart in Cabaret and Chicago. Although Chicago is modeled after a play of 

the same title based on true events by reporter Maurine Dallas Watkins, the characters in 

Chicago are fictional.  

 Along related lines, Terry Teachout of the Wall Street Journal concludes in his review of 

The Scottsboro Boys that the dialogue between the musical numbers might make an effective 

play, but that the show is “a musical that slathers this terrible tale in a thick coat of musical-

comedy frosting that has been spiked with cheap, elephantine irony. I can't imagine a nastier-

tasting recipe.”25 Like Feingold, Teachout argues in his review that the form and content of the 

musical are inappropriately paired. Teachout observes that a musical parody of minstrelsy would 

have made a better impact in the 1960s; however, “the intervening half-century has seen not only 

the election of a black president but the mounting of musicals like ‘Ragtime’ and ‘Assassins,’ in 

which broadly similar theatrical techniques are used to identical ends, thereby robbing the 

caricatures in ‘The Scottsboro Boys’ of their shock effect.”26 Contrary to The Scottsboro Boys’ 

intended “shock effect,” Teachout contends that viewing “‘The Scottsboro Boys’" on Broadway 

is to witness a nightly act of collective self-congratulation in which the right-thinking members 

of the audience preen themselves complacently at the thought of their own enlightenment.”  

 Teachout, Feingold, and the Freedom Party problematize The Scottsboro Boys based on 

its fundamental characteristic: parody. Linda Hutcheon describes parody as a primary way to 

criticize in postmodern art, “but it is the complicity of postmodern parody—its inscribing as well 

as undermining of that which it parodies—that is central to its ability to be understood.”27 This 

means that while parody serves to undermine, it also perpetuates that which it undermines. 

25 Terry Teachout, Review of the Scottsboro Boys, “A Perilous Page of History to Turn,” by Kander and Ebb, Wall 
Street Journal (March 18, 2012), online/wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703708404575586251585621096.html 
(accessed 10/25/2011). 
26 Ibid. 
27 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London: Routeledge, 1989), 101. 
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Throughout her research, Hutcheon concentrates on the idea of complicity in postmodern art to 

subvert the status quo. In order to subvert minstrelsy through parody, the stereotypes had first to 

be presented. For some critics, like Feingold, Teachout, and the Freedom Party protestors, no 

amount of subversion justifies the complicit use of minstrelsy. 

 Other critics noted the creators’ ability to balance parody and irony with sensitivity. 

Along these lines, Joe Dziemianowicz of the New York Daily News remarks, “you’re left 

zigzagging between parody and poignancy.” The “zigzagging” between parody and poignancy 

demands the audience members’ attention, as they must frequently evaluate their own 

relationship to the dramatic themes. One such example of poignancy is offered by the ballad “Go 

Back Home,” in which the lyrics sung by Scottsboro Boy Haywood Patterson depict the 

character’s desire to return to his family. This song in particular reveals that while the Scottsboro 

Boys were spoken of as a collective, the group comprised of individuals. In an interview with the 

San Francisco Gate, Kander states this:  

We’re not sociologists, but there was a feeling of needing to rescue these people from 
obscurity in some flickering, imaginative, theatrical way and bring them to life every 
night. When you think about it, nine people just disappeared from the world after being 
destroyed by it… But when you particularize it, and get to know each man in the case, it 
ceases to be something you can ignore.28 

 
The ballad written for Patterson and other numbers that focus on the boys’ fears and worries 

demonstrate that the creators recognize their individuality that was neglected throughout the 

trials. Despite some negative reviews, the Scottsboro Boys earned nine nominations and one 

award for best lyrics for the original off-Broadway production at the Drama Desk Awards and 

twelve nominations for the Broadway production at the Tony awards, both in 2010. 

 

28 Chad Jones, review of The Scottsboro Boys, “Scottsboro Boys: Musical Rescues Falsely Accused,” by Kander and 
Ebb, San Francisco Gate (June 24, 2012), http://www.sfgate.com/performance/article/Scottsboro-Boys-Musical-
rescues-falsely-accused-3653623.php (accessed 2/23/2013). 
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Key Terms and Theories and Application 

Several disciplines and theories, from which associated terms are applied, are used to 

analyze the show. Two sub-disciplines of linguistics, sociolinguistics and discourse analysis are 

drawn upon; theories for analyzing African American literature; and the theory of metadrama in 

theatre. While each of the theories has its merits and limitations for this project, several 

specialized methods yet linked by their association with doubleness provide a beneficial 

approach to understanding Kander and Ebb’s tactics of parodic narration. 

Linda Hutcheon’s discussion and working definitions of parody in postmodern art are 

particularly useful for critiquing politics and thus relevant to my analysis of The Scottsboro Boys. 

According to Hutcheon, “postmodern parody is a kind of contesting revision or rereading of the 

past that both confirms and subverts the power of the representations of history.”29 Indeed, 

Kander and Ebb offer such revision of both the trials and blackface minstrelsy. Hutcheon sums 

up many elements of parody in the following: 

Parody, then, in its ironic “trans-contextualization” and inversion, is repetition with 
difference. A critical distance is implied between the backgrounded text being parodied 
and the new incorporating work, a distance usually signaled by irony. But this irony can 
be playful as well as belittling; it can be critically constructive as well as destructive. The 
pleasure of parody’s irony comes not from humor in particular but from the degree of 
engagement of the reader in the intertextual “bouncing” (to use E.M. Forster’s famous 
term) between complicity and distance.30 

 
In The Scottsboro Boys, the trial transcripts and the minstrelsy genre, rather than an artistic text, 

are the targets of parody. Hutcheon’s description of parody as repetition with difference agrees 

with Kander and Ebb’s own strategies of parodic narration: The Scottsboro Boys is framed as a 

minstrel show, but as the show continues, minstrelsy’s conventions collapse through ironic 

reversal. The creators challenge the audience to think, to distinguish the figurative from the 

29 Hutcheon, Politics, 91. 
30 Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody: The Teachings of Twentieth-Century Art Forms (New York: Methuen, 
1985), 32.  
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literal. Hutcheon emphasizes frequently that the doubleness in postmodern parody is of a critical 

nature: 

Postmodernism's distinctive character lies in this kind of wholesale 'nudging' 
commitment to doubleness, or duplicity. In many ways it is an even-handed process 
because postmodernism ultimately manages to install and reinforce as much as 
undermine and subvert the conventions and presuppositions it appears to challenge. 
Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to say that the postmodern's initial concern is to de-
naturalize some of the dominant features of our way of life; to point out that those entities 
that we unthinkingly experience as 'natural' … are in fact 'culture.'31 

  
As Hutcheon says, a primary concern of postmodernism is to “de-naturalize” that which society 

understands as truth. The Scottsboro Boys reminds older audiences—or teaches, in the case of 

younger viewers—about Jim Crow laws and the ongoing racism in society today. Although 

Kander and Ebb cannot change what happened at the trials, they can give the Scottsboro Boys a 

critical voice. They use the memoir of Scottsboro Boy Haywood Patterson, who received the 

most attention at the trial, as primary source material with which to do this.32  

In her analysis of the 2000 stage adaptation of the 1967 film musical Thoroughly Modern 

Millie, Angela C. Pao discusses how the adapters revised racist ethnic portrayals of Asian 

characters by—ironically—exaggerating stereotypes of Asians. Similar to the racial 

exaggerations in The Scottsboro Boys, “the citations” in Thoroughly Modern Millie are, as Pao 

explains, “auditory and visual, linguistic and kinetic.”33 While the end goals of Thoroughly 

Modern Millie and The Scottsboro Boys are different, the production teams of both shows use 

exaggerated stereotypes to make a point. In Pao’s words, part of successfully recognizing parody 

depends on “familiarity with different texts, discourses, narratives, images, or performances 

being placed in dialogue with one another and on the cultural competency to recognize a parodic 

31 Hutcehon, Politics, 1-2. 
32 Jeff Whiting, preshow lecture. 
33 Angela C. Pao, “Green Glass and Emeralds: Citation, Performance, and the Dynamics of Ethnic Parody in 
Thoroughly Modern Millie,” Melius: Multi-Ethnic Literature of the U.S. 36, no. 4 (2011): 44. 
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mode of representation.”34 Without the kind of “worldliness” that Hutcheon describes as crucial 

to comprehending parody, audiences might miss the intended point.35 Hutcheon explains that 

audiences depend on “signals” to understand parodic narration. 

Signals of parodic narration in the musical have been located by identifying linguistic and 

discursive strategies used by the Scottsboro Boys characters to criticize the events of the trial. In 

particular, the disciplines of sociolinguistics and critical discourse analysis (henceforth, CDA) 

are helpful to analyze the parodic narration. These are intersecting linguistic disciplines, 

combining sociology, anthropology, and linguistics to explain culture-specific language usage 

and behavior. Although the fields intersect, they are not the same: Sociolinguistics is an 

evidence-based discipline concerned with how language in specific communities and society 

influence each other, whereas CDA focuses on the study of discourse as it is manipulated in 

different sociopolitical contexts.36 Language specialists such as Roger D. Abrahams, Claudia 

Mitchell-Kernan, John R. Rickford, and Geneva Smitherman have described these discursive 

strategies within African-American communities based on their own experiences, or on 

information gathered by informants in the field. Evidence and ideas about African American 

language traditions are used here to identify similar rhetorical strategies in both the music and 

text to create parody and irony.  

As mentioned in the review of literature on African American theater, Signifyin(g) 

allowed African Americans to subvert stereotypes of minstrelsy; it is also the primary discursive 

strategy that characters use throughout the show. As an outsider to the tradition of 

“Signifyin(g),” I have turned to The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary 

34 Ibid., 55. 
35 Ibid. 
36 I acknowledge that I have provided oversimplified definitions of two highly complex sub-disciplines of 
linguistics. 
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Criticism by Henry Louis Gates Jr. in addition to the reports gathered by the sociolinguists and 

CDA specialists mentioned above. The Signifying Monkey offers insight into how writers Signify 

in African American literature through a process of parody and textual revision. Gates discusses 

a number of tropes that are characteristic of African American literature and demonstrates how 

writers criticize the tropes through repetition and reversal.37  Although book reviews are an 

explicit way to criticize literature, Gates shows that some authors criticize implicitly through 

reversing tropes. Gates’s theory of textual revision through Signification has a central role in the 

discussion of the song “Southern Days” in chapter 2.  

To “Signify” is to encode a message through figures of speech or rhetorical devices. 

Signifyin(g) is exemplified in the toasts known as “The Signifying Monkey” in African 

American culture. The character of the monkey constantly Signifies through figures of speech 

that are misunderstood to stir trouble in the jungle through antimediation; thus the monkey is the 

ultimate trickster figure.38 People who do not know the rhetorical devices remain unaware of the 

encoded message; therefore, Signifyin(g) in African American theatre at the turn of the century 

was a way to entertain both white and black audiences. Whereas most white audience members 

anticipated caricatures of blacks, black audiences found figurative meanings through 

Signification.  

The standard English word “signify” means “to be a sign of,” but in African American 

communities to “signify” means to engage in rhetorical games to convey a message, pay tribute, 

trick, or teach someone a lesson. In an attempt to make the matter less complicated, Gates has 

changed the written verbs for African American understanding to “Signify” and “Signifyin(g),” 

37 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998). 
38 Gates, 56. 
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for reasons that reflect African American vernacular pronunciation of the term.39 Gates claims, 

“to compound the dizziness and giddiness that we must experience in the vertiginous movement 

between these two ‘identical’ signifiers, these two homonyms have everything to do with each 

other and, then again, absolutely nothing.”40 The person who is a target of Signifyin(g) is said to 

be “Signified on/upon” and must decode the figure of speech to understand the embedded 

message; thus, the message has double meaning.  

Gates draws on Bakhtin’s theory of “double-voiced discourse,” a term that describes 

double-meaning in utterances and applies to Signifyin(g). Bakhtin argues that dialogue can even 

occur as “microdialogue” in a single word: “dialogic relationships can permeate inside the 

utterance, even inside the individual word, as long as two voices collide within it dialogically 

(microdialogue, of which we spoke earlier)."41 This definition of double-voiced discourse at the 

micro-level correlates with the figures of speech and world-play in Signifyin(g). Bakhtin would 

probably characterize Signifyin(g) as “not talking straight,” his description of the nature of 

parody.42 Sociolinguistic scholars who study African American traditions of rhetorical language 

consider Signifyin(g) to be a kind of verbal performance art. Gates describes Signifyin(g) as a 

“second language” for African Americans; literal meanings are not always what they seem. 

Gates states throughout his book that “to rename is to revise, and to revise is to Signify.”43 In 

doing this, a space for new discourse is created.44 

According to Allen Graham, Bakhtin cultivated a theory of dialogism for Dostoevsky’s 

novels, in which characters possess a unique personality that includes a “world-view.” Graham 

39 For a detailed explanation, please see Gates, 46. 
40 Gates, 45. 
41 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: The University 
of Minnesota Press, 1984), 184. 
42 Idem.,“The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays,” ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael 
Holquist (Austin and London: University of Texas Press, 1981) 274-275. 
43 Gates., xxiii. 
44 Ibid., 124. 
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explains: “In the polyphonic novel we find not an objective, authorial voice presenting the 

relations and dialogues between characters but a world in which all characters, and even the 

narrator him- or herself, are possessed of their own discursive consciousness.”45 Furthermore, 

Bakhtin believed that language is never fixed, but constantly interacting with other words:  

For the word is not a material but rather the eternally mobile, eternally fickle medium of 
dialogic interaction. It never gravitates towards a single consciousness or a single voice. 
The life of the word is contained in its transfer from one mouth to another, from one 
context to another context, from one social collective to another, from one generation to 
another generation. In this process the world does not forget its own path and cannot 
completely free itself from the power of those concrete contexts into which it has 
entered.46 

 
If we conceive texts as never possessing fixed meaning, a text remains susceptible to 

interaction or dialogue. In this light, Kander and Ebb’s minstrel show engages with those of the 

past. 

Along these lines, musicologist Gary Tomlinson’s consideration of the dialogical 

potential of Gates’s theory in his article “Cultural Dialogics and Jazz: A White Historian 

Signifies” plays a role in my analysis of “Southern Days.” Tomlinson argues that Gates 

underemphasizes the dialogic component of Bakhtin’s philosophy; thus he explores the dialogic 

nature of Signification to identify Miles Davis as a “musical dialogician.”47 Tomlinson attempts 

to shed new light on Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew by doing some Signifyin(g) of his own. What is 

more, Tomlinson states early in his article that his intentions for his own Signifyin(g) are 

twofold: “(1) to outline the ways in which Gates’s and other black observers’ theorizing defines, 

with compelling clarity, issues crucial to the whole realm of postmodern theorizing in the human 

45 Allen Graham, Intertextuality (London: Routledge, 2000), 23. 
46 Bakhtin, The Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, 202. 
47 Gary Tomlinson, “Cultural Dialogics and Jazz: A White Historian Signifies,” Black Music Research Journal 22, 
(supplement: Best of BMRJ, 2002): 73, 91. 
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sciences and (2) to suggest the profits offered by theories such as Gates’s to students of black 

musical traditions, specifically jazz.”48  

In 1970, Miles Davis released his jazz-rock fusion album, Bitches Brew, which many jazz 

critics have regarded “faddish” and associated negatively with commercialism.49 In contrast to 

these critics, Tomlinson demonstrates through analysis how Davis engages in dialogue with 

various jazz styles. Tomlinson examines the politics of canonic construction of Western art 

music, specifically of the jazz canon, and subjects the jazz canon to scrutiny, Signifyin(g) on 

those who construct it. Because canons are inherently exclusionary, Tomlinson suggests thinking 

of canons as “colliding discourses.”50  

 Moreover, Tomlinson claims that if Signifyin(g) is revision—as Gates argues—then “as a 

figure of intertextuality and repetition-with-difference, Signifyin(g) is necessarily also a figure of 

dialogue. It is a trope of mediation between or among texts or languages.”51 In other words, 

Signifyin(g) is the negotiator between standard English and African American discourses. 

Tomlinson’s approach to Signifyin(g) as revision with respects to dialogue is useful, because 

Gates’s own theory of Signifyin(g) as textual revision through parody is at times unclear.  

 Gates’s theory is applied to this project with caution, because he tends to conflate parody 

with Signifyin(g). This is dangerous because not all parody is Signification. As Alice Ridout 

reveals: 

In the chapter entitled ‘Figures of Signification’ in The Signifying Monkey, Gates states: 
‘Before attempting to demonstrate how such a theory of Signification obtains in Afro-
American literary history, let us consider received definitions of parody and pastiche and 
compare these to Signifyin(g)’ (107). However, Gates employs the terms ‘parody’ and 
‘Signifyin(g)’ as if they were synonyms. He talks of using ‘literary parody to Signify’ as 
if parody is a method by which Signifying can be achieved, without actually discussing 

48 Ibid., 72. 
49 Ibid., 92-94. 
50 Ibid., 86. 
51 Ibid., 90-91. 

19 

                                                 



the similarities and differences between ‘received definitions of parody and pastiche’ and 
his theory of Signifyin(g).52 

 
Ridout’s criticism of Gates’s theory is one that other critics of Gates have overlooked, but Gates 

does indeed write as though parody and Signifyin(g) are synonymous. Signifyin(g) can be used 

to parody, but it is not a necessary component of parody. Gates does demonstrate through 

application that Signifyin(g) is a method of literary parody, but provides no theoretical 

discussion about the differences between his theory of Signifyin(g) and parody and pastiche. 

Although Gates’s theory is intriguing, focusing on the dialogic nature of Signification, as 

Tomlinson has done in his article, illuminates the relationship of The Scottsboro Boys to past 

minstrel shows.  

   “Marking” is another type of parodic narration in The Scottsboro Boys that is used in 

African American communities. Mitchell-Kernan describes marking as a “mode of 

characterization. The marker attempts to report not only what is said, but the way it was said, in 

order to offer implicit comment on the speaker’s background, personality, or intent.”53 Mitchell-

Kernan further explains, “[h]is performance may be more in the nature of parody and caricature 

than true imitation. But the features selected to overplay are those which are associated with 

membership of some class.”54 Kander and Ebb use marking as a strategy to criticize the actions 

of Victoria Price and Ruby Bates, the women who accused the boys of rape, as discussed in the 

song “Alabama Ladies” in chapter 2. It is important to note that some language and literary 

theorists consider Signifyin(g) and marking to be different, whereas others, like Gates, consider 

52 Alice Ridout, Contemporary Women Writers Look Back: From Irony to Nostalgia (London: Continuum, 2010), 
145, n. 10. 
53 Claudia Mitchell-Kernan, “Signifying, Loud-Talking and Marking,” in Signifyin(g), Sanctifyin’, & Slam Dunking, 
ed., Gena Dagel Caponi, 327-328 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999), 327. 
54 Ibid., 327-328. 
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marking to be a trope of Signifyin(g).55 Roger D. Abrahams also recognizes many rhetorical 

performance styles as figures embedded in Signifyin(g).56 Gates claims that Signifyin(g) is a 

master trope as “the black trope for all other tropes, the trope of tropes, the figure of figures. 

Signifyin(g) is troping.” 57 Mitchell-Kernan, however, has found that some communities 

distinguish between “Signifyin(g)” and “marking.”58 Both Gates’s and Mitchell-Kernan’s 

perspectives are considered in the analysis of marking in chapter 2. What is important to consider 

is that Signifyin(g) and marking are discursive strategies to criticize, although people also 

Signify to praise and pay homage.  

Gates also discusses the prevalence of Signifyin(g) in jazz, which musicologist Samuel 

Floyd discusses at greater length in the The Power of Black Music: Interpreting Its History from 

Africa to the United States. Floyd describes a number of ways musicians Signify through musical 

tropes embedded with call in response, such as “calls, cries, whoops, and hollers; call-and-

response, elision, pendular and blue thirds, musical expressions, vocal imitations by instruments; 

and parlando; multimeter, cross-rhythms, and interlocking rhythms; and all the rest.”59 In line 

with Gates’s discussion of Signifyin(g) as a tool to critique and teach, Floyd explains that 

“Signifying is also criticism, since it validates and invalidates musical narrative through 

respectful, ironic, satirizing imitation and manipulation.”60 Floyd’s study provides ideas as to 

how to listen for musical Signification as a musical dialogue. 

Although Gates’s theory is helpful, another shortcoming is the absence of explanation 

about how non-African Americans Signify. This matter is important for this study because a 

55 Gates, 77-78. 
56 Roger D. Abrahams, Talking Black (Rowley, Massachusetts: Newbury House: Publishers Inc., 1976), 50-51. 
57 Gates, 81. 
58 Mitchell-Kernan, 309-311. 
59 Samuel Floyd, The Power of Black Music: Interpreting Its History from African to the United States (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 96. 
60 Ibid. 
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white creative team uses Signifying as a means of parodic narration, but also Signifies on 

Stephen Foster. The claim is not that the creative team knowingly intended to “Signify,” but 

rather that the concept explains the means by which the show parodies. Both Gates and Floyd 

state that non-African Americans can Signify, but offer few details. Gates states: “Signifyin(g), 

of course, is a principle of language use and is not in any way the exclusive province of black 

people, although blacks named the term and invented the rituals.”61 After this statement Gates 

proceeds with an example of a white author Signifyin(g) on blacks by writing a letter that 

introduces a poem, “ostensibly written after the styles of Pope and Milton” in a parody of the 

black vernacular.62 Regarding this example, Ridout observes that what Gates perceives as 

Signifyin(g) looks like nothing more than a “white racist parody of black language.”63 Gates 

does not provide a detailed explanation of how this act of Signification differs from parody in 

Western literary traditions. Ridout argues that Gates includes this one short, unconvincing 

example of a white person Signifyin(g) as “an attempt to de-essentialize his theory of 

Signifyin(g) as the black man's vernacular.”64 Ridout continues, quoting Gates further, saying: 

“Teaching one's children the fine art of Signifyin(g) is to teach them about this model of 

linguistic circumnavigation; to teach them a second language that they can share with other black 

people.”65 Gates’s claim contradicts the inherently exclusionary attribute of Signification that he 

implies throughout The Signifyin(g) Monkey. Without clear evidence of whites using Signifyin(g) 

either in everyday language usage or in literary genres, it remains unclear in The Signifying 

61 Gates, 90. 
62 Ibid., 92. 
63 Ridout, 23. 
64 Ibid., 24. 
65 Ibid., 24. 
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Monkey whether Signifyin(g) by non-African Americans is accepted, especially by whites, since 

Signifyin(g) developed as a means of surviving white oppression.66 

Ridout also remarks that Gates’s example of the white “Signification” of black language 

“seems to imply that the white Western world does not have its own traditions of indirect speech. 

Given that the white Western world clearly does have its own traditions of parody and satire, it 

would be more accurate and appropriate to read the white racist’s parody of black speech in 

relation to these Western language practices rather than African.”67 Following Ridout’s 

suggestion might help differentiate between traditional parody and Signifyin(g) parody. 

Furthermore, Gates suggests his application might be useful in other specializations of literature: 

Lest the theory of criticism, however, be thought of as only black, let me admit that the 
implicit premise of this study is that all texts Signify upon others texts, in motivated and 
unmotivated ways. Perhaps critics of other literatures will find this theory useful as they 
attempt to account for the configuration of the texts in their own traditions.68 

 
Gates makes this statement without elaborating, which leaves the reader to wonder how, or in 

what context a non-African American might apply Gates’s theory. What is more, Floyd relegates 

his explanation of Signifyin(g) as a non-exclusionary theory to a footnote, within an essentialist 

explanation of “cultural memory” in The Power of Black Music:  

I mean by “cultural memory” all that I have said about it to this point. But I would like to 
add here that by “cultural memory” I also mean what Spillers (1991, 48) refers to as 
“homogeneous memory and experience”—memory and experience that has become 
intuitive or intuitively interpreted. It is not racially exclusive, for in absorbing the 
elements, practices, and transformations of a tradition, one also absorbs its cultural 
memory.69 

 
Although I do not claim that Floyd is wrong, that cultural memory cannot be absorbed, he offers 

no further explanation about how this might be done. The following questions arise: Must one 

66 See quote by Timothy Powell in Ridout, 22. 
67 Ibid., 23-24. 
68 Gates, xxiv-xxv. 
69 Floyd, 140, Note 6. 
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learn the black vernacular and use it in everyday speech to Signify in a jazz ensemble? How 

closely do our speaking traditions affect our musical improvisations? At what point has someone 

satisfactorily absorbed the cultural memory of another to Signify in music? As the sole 

suggestion of the non-exclusivity of Signification in Floyd’s book, this should not stand in a 

footnote.  

 White scholars have indeed made attempts to apply Gates’s theory of literary 

Signification; for example, consider Tomlinson’s article. Tomlinson concludes the article by 

acknowledging several scholars: 

Many people have assisted in the preparation of this essay. For their readings, criticisms, 
and suggestions I would like particularly to thank three of my colleagues at the 
University of Pennsylvania: Houston Baker, Jeffrey Kallberg, and the cicerone of my 
exploration of Jazz studies, Ralph Rosen. Thanks are also due to Samuel Floyd for the 
initial invitation to write on a subject distant from my more usual Renaissance haunts.70 

 
As Tomlinson points out, he ventures far from his usual field of specialization. While an article 

on the dialogism of Miles Davis might seem far from his regular “Renaissance haunts,” 

dialogism has much in common with Tomlinson’s interest in “otherness” (Tomlinson includes a 

discussion on Signifyin(g) and archaeology in the article). Nonetheless, it is significant that 

Floyd encouraged Tomlinson to Signify, for it shows that as an African American scholar of 

musical Signification, Floyd welcomes Tomlinson’s adoption of Signification. The same rings 

true for Tomlinson’s acknowledgement of Houston A. Baker, who wrote Blues, Ideology, and 

Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory, the source from which Gates derives much of 

his own theory of Signifyin(g) in African American literature. Tomlinson demonstrates his 

ability to Signify on those who create canons, such as musicologists, using the language he and 

his readers know, the language of academia.  

70 Ibid., 104. 
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Signifyin(g) as textual revision has also been attractive in feminist literature. The ability 

for the “other” to have a voice through Signifyin(g) offers other marginalized groups an 

opportunity to speak in their own language. In “Signifyin(g) on Stein: The Revisionist Poetics of 

Harryette Mullen and Leslie Scalapino,” Elisabeth A. Frost shows how Leslie Scalapino, a white 

author, Signifies on Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons by using a similar kind of word play as 

Stein to encode erotic images. Scalapino engages in “further dialogue with Stein’s erotic 

writings,” whereby she “situate[s] sexuality within a broader socio-economic picture” than does 

Stein.71 While Frost offers a thought-provoking analysis of Scalapino’s homage to and revision 

of Stein, she provides a narrow explanation of Gates’s complex theory, which could leave those 

unfamiliar with the theory of Signifyin(g) confused.  

Another example of white Signifyin(g) is documented in “Constructing Authority across 

Racial Difference: A White Teacher Signifyin(g) with African American Students in a High 

School English Classroom” by Amy Beth Carpenter Ford. In her study, Ford analyzes how a 

white school teacher, Ms. Cross, uses Signifyin(g) in a predominantly African American 

classroom to construct authority for classroom management. Ford analyzes the interaction 

between the students and Ms. Cross by identifying a number of discourse markers of 

Signifyin(g) such as imitation, indirection, and the teacher’s ability to verbally duel by matching 

the rhythmic, phonetic, and grammatical structures of her students.72 After observing Ms. Cross, 

Ford recalls how she witnessed her friend Maureen, also a teacher in an urban setting, exchange 

“yo’ mama battles” with her students. Maureen recalls telling “yo’ mama” jokes in competitions 

71 Elisabeth A. Frost, “Signifyin(g) on Stein: The Revisionist Poetics of Harryette Mullen and Leslie Scalapino,” 
Postmodern Culture 5, no. 3 (May 1995): Paragraph 32-33, Pmc.iath.virginia.edu/text-only/issue.595/frost.595 
(accessed 10/1/2012). 
72 Amy Beth Carpenter Ford, “Constructing Authority Across Racial Difference: A White Teacher Signifyin(g) with 
African American Students in a High School English Classroom,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Michigan, 
2010), 226. 

25 

                                                 



known as “playing the dozens” with her friends while living in Atlanta.73 Ford concludes 

“students did not seem to interpret Ms. Cross’s engagement in Signifyin(g) as imitative, 

appropriative, oppressive, or usurpative. Instead, they seemed to deem her verbal dueling as 

authentic as indicated by their applause of her boasting and woofing.”74 Ford offers a refreshing 

example of Signifyin(g) in real life, including explanations of  how Ms. Cross authenticates her 

use of black language. 

Thus far the rhetorical strategies, which serve as markers to investigate the role of music 

in parodic narration in The Scottsboro Boys, have been introduced. As stated earlier, the concept 

of doubleness, or duplicity, and the ability for a single word to be dialogic, the idea of figurative 

meaning to be found in literal meaning, are essential to the rhetorical traditions of African 

American language communities such as Signifyin(g) and marking. One additional theory that is 

applied to the analysis of The Scottsboro Boys, metadrama, comes from dramatic theory. 

 Metadrama is worthy of discussion in the analysis of The Scottsboro Boys, for it is used 

as parodic narration in the musical. Metadrama occurs when production devices disrupt the 

audience’s relationship to the fiction-world, but this disruption must serve as a metaphor. 

Metadrama is a recurring theatrical device used by Kander and Ebb, and has been identified by 

scholars as a signature of their work.75 Metadrama is synonymous with “metatheatre,” a term 

coined by Lionel Abel in Metatheatre: A New View of Dramatic Form (1966). Drama theorist 

Richard Hornby developed the theory of metadrama/metatheatre in his seminal work, Drama, 

Metadrama, and Perception (1986). Hornby identifies six devices subsumed within metadrama 

including the play within the play and role-playing within the role, as is discussed with regard to 

specific musical numbers in chapter 2. Metadrama is defined by Hornby as “drama about drama; 

73 Ibid., 171. 
74 Ibid., 230. 
75 Neuman.79. 
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it occurs whenever the subject of a play turns out to be, in some sense, drama itself.”76 

Metadrama in its truest form is an intentionally self-conscious way to use production devices, so 

that metadrama not only is a means of production, but also becomes a metaphor.  

Hornby reminds readers that metadrama has been around for centuries. But like Hutcheon 

in her discussion of self-reflexivity in postmodern art, Hornby discusses the self-reflexivity of 

metadramatic devices and its increasing usage in the twentieth century. Hornby claims that 

whenever the play within the play is used, it “is an expression of the extreme cynicism of our 

time; in previous ages, the world may have been an illusion, but there was something else 

framing it—nirvana, heaven, God, gods—that was the true reality. Today people often feel that 

there is nothing framing our illusory lives at all.”77 In the most striking instances metadrama 

creates a jarring effect on the audience similar to “seeing double”; “The metadramatic experience 

for the audience is one of unease, a dislocation of perception.”78 The Scottsboro Boys challenges 

the audience’s perception, and metadrama is a primary means to this end. As Neuman explains, 

Hornby disregards metadramatic potential in musicals.79 Neuman’s study is a fundamental 

example of how to apply the theory of metadrama to musicals; this project expands on Neuman’s 

and shows that metadrama shares the “doubleness” found in Signifyin(g) and Bhaktin’s 

dialogism.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

76 Richard Hornby, Drama, Metadrama, and Perception (London and Toronto: Associated University Presses, 
1986), 31. 
77 Ibid., 47. 
78 Ibid., 32. 
79 Neuman, 81. 
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Historical Context 
 

Near the courthouse was a brass band getting ready to celebrate 
either our burning or hanging, whichever it was going to be. 

 
Haywood Patterson, Scottsboro Boy, 11. 

 
Although The Scottsboro Boys is a dramatized version of the historical Scottsboro trials, 

Kander, Ebb, and Thompson took care to let the events unfold as they occurred. It is necessary 

therefore to have read an historical account of the trial and of the Jim Crow South to comprehend 

the show. The story begins on a train from Chattanooga headed to Memphis, Tennessee, as 

depicted in the second musical number, “Commencing Chattanooga.” The teens stole rides on 

the train to look for work during the early years of the Great Depression. Andy Wright, aged 

nineteen, was among the oldest of the boys, and his brother Roy Wright, thirteen, was among the 

youngest. The brothers traveled with two friends, Haywood Patterson, eighteen, and Eugene 

Williams, also thirteen. The other five boys had independently stolen rides on the freight train 

and were in various train cars. According to Haywood Patterson’s account, the conflict began 

after a white hobo in the same car stepped on Patterson’s hand to try to make him leave the train. 

Patterson remained on the train with no intention to leave the car. While the train slowly moved 

uphill, the white boys hopped off the train and collected stones, which they began to throw at 

Patterson, the Wright brothers, and Eugene Williams. When the train temporarily stopped in 

Stevenson, Alabama, Patterson sought help from the other black hobos riding on different cars. 

They agreed to defend Patterson and his friends in their boxcar.80 When the train continued, a 

brawl with more rock-throwing ensued. At the end of the fight, some of the white boys 

voluntarily jumped from the train, and the black boys forced the rest from it.81 Patterson recalls 

80 Haywood Patterson and Earl Conrad, Scottsboro Boy (Garden City, N.Y.: Country Life Press, 1950), 3-4. 
81 Patterson, 5. 
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that he and his acquaintances successfully won the fight because “we had color anger on our 

side.”82  

After the fight, the white boys who were no longer on the train walked to the previous 

train stop in Stevenson, Alabama. The boys reported what had happened to officials, who then 

called to the train stop in Paint Rock, Alabama.83 In Paint Rock, a violent mob gathered with 

weapons and the intention of lynching the black teens involved in the fight. About that day, 

Patterson remembered, “They took everything black off the train. They even threw off some 

lumps of coal, could be because of its color.”84 The nine boys apprehended by officials were 

found in different cars; thus, several of the boys were not involved in the fight. Prior to this 

point, Patterson claims he never saw the other five boys on the train: Olen Montgomery, 

seventeen; Clarence Norris, eighteen; Willie Robinson, fifteen; and Charlie Weems, twenty.85  

Officials also hauled white hobos including two women in overalls from the train. 

Patterson recalls the following events that unfolded after the boys were accused of “assault and 

attempted murder.”86 After officials tied them together with rope, the boys were transported to a 

nearby jail in Scottsboro, Alabama. While at the jail, prison guards brought the two women 

hobos from the train, Victoria Price, twenty-one, and Ruby Bates, seventeen, to the boys’ jail 

cell. When asked if the boys knew the girls, all replied, “no,” but they were declared liars. 

Officials exclaimed that the boys had raped the girls, a claim the boys denied. Outside the jail, a 

noisy mob demanded that the boys be released from jail to be lynched; the mob even stormed the 

jail in an attempt to break inside. At this point, two deputies, influenced by the pressure of the 

82 Ibid. 
83 James R. Acker, Scottsboro and its Legacy: The Cases That Challenged American Legal and Social Justice 
(Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 2008), 2. 
84 Patterson, 5. 
85 Ibid., 5. 
86 Acker, 3. 
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mob, handcuffed the boys to take them outside. Before the deputies could do this, the sheriff 

stopped them, knowing that the boys would die; the sheriff then called the National Guard for 

help. After the sheriff returned, Patterson recalls the sheriff telling the boys, “I don’t believe that 

story the girls told.” Meanwhile Price and Bates were detained in their own jail cell. In an effort 

to help the boys, the sheriff’s wife went to their cell and pleaded with the girls to retract their 

story.87  

While these events might seem shocking today, they reflect the attitude of much of the 

South at the time. Segregation laws known as “Jim Crow laws” were implemented in the 

Southern and surrounding states after the Civil War in the 1860s and lasted until the mid-1960s. 

Sociology professor David Pilgrim explains that Jim Crow laws “represented the legitimization 

of anti-black racism” and were founded on a belief that blacks were “intellectually and culturally 

inferior to whites” held by “craniologists, eugenicists, phrenologists, and Social Darwinists, at 

every level.”88 Blacks were forced to follow strict rules or risk being assaulted or even killed. 

The concept of “Jim Crow” derives from one of the first blackface minstrels, Thomas Dartmouth 

Rice (1808-1860), who created a character named “Jim Crow” to depict a caricature of a slave, 

supposedly after witnessing a performance in the streets by a black male.89 The laws required 

blacks to behave with the utmost courtesy towards whites; in addition, Jim Crow laws segregated 

whites and blacks in public venues and facilities. Lynchings were brutal, public murders without 

trial, most frequently by burning or hanging, and blacks were the majority of the victims during 

Reconstruction. Pilgrim describes lynching as “cheap entertainment; it served as a rallying, 

uniting point for whites; it functioned as an ego-massage for low-income, low-status whites; it 

87 Patterson, 8-9. 
88 David Pilgrim, “What was Jim Crow?,” Ferris State University Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia, 
http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/what.htm (accessed August 27, 2012). 
89 Ibid. 
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was a method of defending white domination and helped stop or retard the fledgling social 

equality movement.”90 Pilgrim’s explanation indicates that lynchings were a white exhibit of 

power with long-standing sociopolitical implications. Lynchings eased the insecurities of the 

white community, which feared economic competition with blacks.  

In his study of the sociopolitical conditions and subconscious desires that fueled 

minstrelsy, Eric Lott similarly explains that minstrelsy was not simply a venue for deriding 

blacks, or merely a forum for racial, political, gender, and class struggles; rather, “the heedless 

(and ridiculing) appropriation of ‘black’ culture by whites in the minstrel show, as many 

contemporaries recognized, was little more than cultural robbery, a form of what Marx called 

expropriation, which troubled guilty whites all the more because they were so attracted to the 

culture they plundered.”91 White Americans’ fascination with black culture and the black body 

escalated to new heights, as exhibited in grotesque caricature on the minstrel stage that whites 

controlled with miscegenation laws. Lott’s study in Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the 

American Working Class underscores the multifarious social conditions that wrought minstrelsy, 

including both an “attraction to” and “repulsion from” the black man’s body by white men and 

women. 92  He discusses that white audiences linked dancing in blackface shows with both 

fascination and vulgarity. Furthermore, Lott explains, “dance in early blackface performance” 

was amongst “the very first constitutive discourses of the body in American culture.”93 In The 

Scottsboro Boys, the boys reverse the grotesque caricatures of blacks by performing 

hypersexualized depictions of their accusers, Price and Bates. Moreover, Lott’s dialectic of 

“Love and Theft” underscores the contradictory feelings of whites towards blacks in antebellum 

90 Ibid. 
91 Eric Lott, 8. 
92 Ibid., 57. 
93 Lott, 116-117. 
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and Jim Crow culture. Not unlike the original creators of minstrel shows who wished to use 

minstrelsy as a platform to present ideas, Kander and Ebb use minstrelsy as a space to expose the 

presence of racism in entertainment culture, the judicial system, and society at large. 

 Scottsboro Boy Clarence Norris writes in his memoir, “I knew if a white woman accused 

a black man of rape, he was as good as dead.”94 Accordingly, Price and Bates’s rape accusation 

carried with it over one hundred years of sociopolitical baggage. What is more, according to 

Frederick Douglass, rape accusations were a common justification for lynching in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.95 While not all rape accusations were false, Pilgrim reports that 

Arthur Raper investigated lynchings that occurred over a century, and he estimated that nearly 

one-third of lynching victims were innocent.96 As critical race theorist Tommy Lee Lott explains 

in the chapter “Frederick Douglass on the Myth of the Black Rapist,” anti-lynching activists Ida 

B. Wells-Barnett and Frederick Douglass proposed that the root cause of lynchings of blacks by 

whites was economic competition between whites and blacks; in addition, perpetrators wished to 

uphold anti-miscegenation laws.97 Douglass recognized rape charges as the primary justification 

for lynchings, stating that “assaulting white woman ‘has now swallowed up all the other ones 

[accusations].’”98 Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Scottsboro Boys barely escaped from a lynching in 

front of the large crowd that formed in Paint Rock, Alabama in 1931.  

The Scottsboro Boys were tried and re-tried for rape several times between 1931 and 

1937. Although all the boys were charged with the same crime, some were retried more than 

others and given different prison sentences. Early in the trials, both the NAACP and the 

94 Clarence Norris and Sybil D. Washington, The Last of the Scottsboro Boys: An Autobiography (New York: G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1979), 22. 
95 Tommy Lee Lott, 31. 
96 Pilgrims, What was Jim Crow?” 
97 Tommy Lee Lott, 34. 
98 Ibid., 31.  

32 

                                                 



International Labor Defense (ILD) agreed to represent the boys. Eventually, the boys chose the 

ILD, the legal organization associated with the Communist Party, to represent them; the party 

viewed the trial as a means to gain African American support.99 The ILD hired a highly regarded 

lawyer from New York City, Samuel Leibowitz, to represent the boys without pay.100 

Throughout the trials, Leibowitz faced anti-Semitic discrimination and sought protection from 

the National Guard for himself and his wife.101 In 1933, Ruby Bates declared on the witness 

stand that she and Victoria Price were never raped. Despite Bates’s recanting of her testimony, 

Price’s contradictory testimonies, and injudicious courtroom procedures, the boys were 

repeatedly given life-long prison or death sentences. Critics of Bates claimed that her changed 

testimony was motivated by a pay-off from the Communist Party.102 

In the first trial, the teens, with the exception of Roy Wright, were sentenced to death. 

Wright received a mistrial due to his young age of thirteen and was released in 1937. Eventually, 

the courts exonerated Eugene Williams and Roy Wright—most likely because they were only 

thirteen at the time of the accusation—and Olen Montgomery, who was nearly blind. The fourth 

to be exonerated was Willie Robinson, who was suffering from syphilis at the time of the 

accusation and could barely walk. The remaining men—Ozzie Powell, Charlie Weems, Clarence 

Norris, Haywood Patterson, and Andy Wright—served various prison sentences, with Norris and 

Patterson receiving the most severe sentences, including the death penalty on several occasions. 

Patterson escaped from prison twice, but was captured and died of cancer in prison in 1952. With 

the exception of Norris, who with his lawyer fought hard to receive a pardon from Alabama 

governor George Wallace, the boys never received pardons while they were alive. Prior to the 

99 Acker, 39. 
100 Ibid., 55. 
101 Ibid., 61. 
102 Ibid., 86. 
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pardon, Norris had been living illegally in the North for many years after violating his parole to 

escape the racism of the South and prejudice against him as a result of the rape accusation.103 

Due to Price and Bates’s initial accusations, the Scottsboro Boys endured brutal punishment in 

prison and were stigmatized for the remainder of their lives.  

The trial drew both national and international criticism from many public figures, 

including Thomas Mann, Albert Einstein, and Upton Sinclair.104 Norris states in his 

autobiography that he and the boys received plenty of monetary support in jail from the 

Communist party and supportive citizens. Civil rights groups showed their support by marching 

in protests and demanding their release. Rosa Parks’s husband, Raymond Parks, is said to have 

organized house meetings in which men discussed fundraising strategies to help the Scottsboro 

Boys while she guarded the front of the house.105  

 

 

 

 

 

  

103 Norris, 205-228 
104 Acker, 38. 
105 Whiting, preshow lecture. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 PARODIC NARRATION 

“HEY! HEY! HEY! HEY!/ Minstrel March”: Framing the Musical 

 The opening number “HEY! HEY! HEY! HEY!/ Minstrel March” presents the devices 

Kander and Ebb use to create parodic narration throughout the entire show. Metadramatic 

devices and the concept musical structure are apparent from the beginning. The musical opens 

with a scene that is seemingly unrelated to the minstrel show: a woman with a box of bakery 

goods is sitting on a bench waiting for a bus. She lifts the cake box cover to smell the cake and is 

swept away by a memory. The woman smiles and music plays in the distance. Soon after, the 

Scottsboro Boys gradually enter. At the end of the show, the audience learns that the scene was a 

flash-forward to the year 1955, and the woman is civil rights pioneer Rosa Parks.106 The creators 

include Rosa Parks as a character in The Scottsboro Boys, though she is not part of the minstrel 

show performed by the boys. She remains unidentified, interacting occasionally with the boys 

without speaking lines, like a shadow or a ghost, until the final scene. When she is revealed to be 

Rosa Parks at the end of the show, she serves retrospectively as a reminder of racism because of 

her pivotal role in the Civil Rights movement. This exemplifies the metadramatic device of real 

life reference and disrupts the audience’s relation to the fiction-world as they make the 

connection. The flash-forward of the opening scene with Parks before the minstrel show is also 

characteristic of the non-linear narration style of the concept musical. 

After the scene with Rosa Parks, the orchestra sets the atmosphere with a rhythmic figure 

associated with the cakewalk, a dance that calls for couples to dance in pairs and that is believed 

to have originated on Southern plantations before the Civil War. Slaves held dance contests, 

106 David Thompson, Final script of The Scottsboro Boys, 2010. Used with permission, 1. 
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often in the master’s plantation home, and the winners are said to have received a prize cake 

from the master, who also served as the judge. Other accounts describe the “chalkline walk,” in 

which couples walked with buckets of water on their heads, as a predecessor. Whichever couple 

could do so without spilling became the winners. The cakewalk dance was included in minstrelsy 

and was later commercialized and adapted into variety shows and popular song and dance. In 

second-hand accounts, the cakewalk is described as a parody of formal dancing by white slave 

owners. In her article “The Cakewalk: a Study in Stereotype and Reality,” Brook Baldwin 

includes a story told by Shephard Edmonds in 1950, which was told to Edmonds by his parents, 

who were freed slaves: 

… the cakewalk was originally a plantation dance, just a happy movement they did to the 
banjo music because they couldn’t stand still. It was generally on Sundays, when there 
was little work, that the slaves both young and old would dress up in hand-me-down 
finery to do a high-kicking, prancing walk-around. They did a take-off on the high 
manners of the white folks in the ‘big-house,’ but their masters, who gathered around to 
watch the fun, missed the point. It’s supposed to be that the custom of a prize started with 
the master giving the cake to the couple that did the proudest movement.107 
 

In another second hand account, Leigh Whipple describes more explicitly how slaves satirized 

whites at the plantation home. The following story was told to him in 1901 by a woman who had 

been a slave and was his nurse when he was a child:  

 Us slaves watched white folks’ parties where the guests danced a minuet and then 
paraded in a grand march, with the ladies and gentlemen going different ways and then 
meeting again, arm in arm, and marching down the center together. Then we’d to it, too, 
but we used to mock em, every step. Sometimes the white folks noticed it, but they 
seemed to like it; I guess they thought we couldn’t dance any better.108 

 
 It appears, then, that the cakewalk was a way for slaves to Signify on the slave owners 

through dance. Caricatures of the cakewalk in minstrelsy and vaudeville were thus caricatures of 

caricatures of white slave owners, which turned the tables on the minstrel performers and on the 

107 Brook Baldwin, “The Cakewalk: A Study in Stereotype and Reality, Journal of Social History, 15, no. 2, (Winter 
1981): 208. 
108 Ibid. 
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audiences who believed their caricatures were genuine depictions of African Americans. 

Cakewalks flourished in the 1890s alongside coon songs and preceded the enormously popular 

rags of ragtime. Cakewalks were generally written in 2/4 to create the feel of a march, an 

influence of the marches by John Philip Sousa. The rhythmic figure chiefly associated with the 

cakewalk was a dotted eighth note followed by a sixteenth note and two more eighth notes (see 

example 2.1). 

Example 2.1. Cakewalk rhythm.  

 
 In The Scottsboro Boys a bass drum is used throughout the show to create an ominous 

mood and to signal the terrifying events to come. Otherwise Kander follows minstrelsy 

conventions for the instrumentation of the show, with violin, banjo, and percussion. Piccolo and 

flute, trombone, and trumpet are also used. Susan Stroman, set designer and director of the show, 

used the tambourines that the Scottsboro Boys play on stage in performance as part of the set 

design to create the wheels of a train for the musical number “Commencing Chattanooga.”  

The interlocutor opens the minstrel show in typical fashion, stating, “Gentlemen, be 

seated!” He proceeds: 

 TONIGHT’S A NIGHT OF MERRIMENT 
 OF LAUGHTER, SONGS, AND JOKES 
 I’M HOST AND INTERLOCUTOR 
 THE MASTER OF THESE FOLKS! 
 
 SHAKE THOSE TAMBOURINES BOYS!109 
 
From that point on, the Scottsboro Boy minstrel troupe begins the show. Some numbers follow 

the variety show feel of minstrelsy, while others portray the boys’ concerns, fears, and even 

109 Thompson, Final script of The Scottsboro Boys, 1. 
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nightmares in snap-shot-like moments characteristic of the concept musical. The audience learns 

that this is not the troupe’s first minstrel show performance after the interlocutor announces to 

both the boys and the audience that “tonight” they will tell the story of The Scottsboro Boys. 

Shortly after the interlocutor’s announcement, Scottsboro Boy Haywood Patterson briefly steps 

out of his role as a performer and asks the interlocutor, “this time can we tell it like it really 

happened? This time can we tell the truth?”110 Patterson’s question signals to the audience that 

this performance will be different. Patterson’s line, like Rosa Parks’s presence in the show, 

establishes that there is a metadramatic show within a show, or outer and inner frame. Hornby 

calls the structure of a play in which the inner play holds precedence over the outer play 

“framed.” The characters of the outer play also recognize the existence of the inner play, as seen 

with Patterson’s question to the interlocutor. The device potentially alters the audience’s relation 

to the fiction-world and causes them to question the function of illusion.111 As the characters of 

the play within the play acknowledge that they are themselves actors, the audience is reminded 

that they are watching something fictitious. The metadramatic device of self-reference is also 

applied when the play—either the inner or outer play—references itself, such as when Haywood 

Patterson asks to tell the truth in the particular performance.  

An additional example of metadrama emerges in the opening number, because the 

audience is not exactly aware of when or where “The Scottsboro Boys” minstrel show is being 

performed. Throughout the production, it seems that the boys are “in limbo,” in an undetermined 

state, stuck in time. Neuman states that “in-limbo” scenes suspend dramatic action, thereby 

“foregrounding the performance as performance.”112 The performances in the Scottsboro Boys’ 

110 Thompson, Final script of The Scottsboro Boys, 5. 
111 Hornby, 32. 
112 Neuman, 93-94. 
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minstrel show is a metadramatic form of self-reference provoking the audience to think about the 

artificiality of performance, and thus the role of performance in our daily lives.113 

 The opening number also establishes the show’s satirical nature when the two end men, 

Mr. Bones and Tambo, begin their Signifyin(g). For example, the interlocutor states, “We’re 

going to tell the story of the Scottsboro Boys!” and Mr. Tambo replies, “Oh DAT’s a funny 

story!”114 Mr. Tambo, played by a black actor, delivers the line in the exaggerated caricature of 

“plantation dialect” that white minstrels used in an example of a parody of white minstrels and 

more specifically, a Signification on stereotypes performed through caricature. Banter and jokes 

abound between the two end men, Mr. Bones and Mr. Tambo, but the interlocutor narrates one 

line, which audiences should keep in mind for the remainder of the show: 

 I INTRODUCE TWO JOLLY PRANKSTERS 
EACH ONE AS BLACK AS SAMBO 

 BUT THEY’RE MEN OF MANY FACES 
 MR. BONES! 
 AND MR. TAMBO!115 
 
Mr. Bones and Mr. Tambo reply later that of their many faces, “White men’s our specialty!”116 

With these lyrics, the interlocutor establishes the theme of doubleness that persists throughout 

the show. More importantly, the interlocutor identifies Mr. Bones and Mr. Tambo as pranksters. 

They are much like the Signifyin(g) Monkey, the ultimate trickster figure who says one thing, 

but means another. The opening number thus introduces the devices of metadrama and parodic 

narration from the start: the inner and outer plays, self-reference, and Signification. Each signals 

duplicity and alerts viewers that things are not always what they seem.  

 

113 Ibid. 
114 Thompson, Final script of The Scottsboro Boys, 4. 
115 Ibid., 1-2. 
116 Ibid., 3. 
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“Alabama Ladies” 

Context 

Criminal justice professionals widely acknowledge the unlawful procedures of the trials. 

Throughout the case, Victoria Price proved to be an especially difficult witness for the defense. 

Her testimonies were contradictory, and journalistic reports indicate that her attitude was hostile.  

Scholars of the case have recognized that the defense was unable to get the boys acquitted 

because of Leibowitz’s approach to questioning Price, which backfired. One strategic problem 

was that Leibowitz characterized Price and Bates as prostitutes, because of evidence that they 

had been arrested for “lewdness and prostitution.”117 While this might seem like a sensible 

approach, it was misguided in the context of Southern values. In the words of a spectator who 

witnessed the trials, “Mrs. Price has become a symbol of white Southern womanhood.”118  Acker 

explains that an attack against a Southern woman was also an attack on a Southern man, because 

men considered women to be property.119 Another central problem of the case, according to 

Acker, is that the trial transcripts indicate a lack of clarity as to whether the “the suspicion [rape 

charge] was verbalized as a question by one of the posse members or whether one of the women 

volunteered the accusation.”120 In court, Leibowitz argued that the girls were attempting to 

escape charges for hoboing by shifting everyone’s attention away from them, and to a crime 

significantly more severe than hoboing.121 Essentially, the Scottsboro Boys were at the wrong 

place at the wrong time. 

Kander and Ebb satirize the rape accusation of Price and Bates through a dramatic device 

Neuman describes as “performative reiterations,” which references past performers, and the 

117 Acker, 64. 
118 Ibid., 73. 
119 Ibid., 9. 
120 Ibid., 64. 
121 Ibid. 
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discursive strategy known to African American communities as “marking.”  In “Alabama 

Ladies,” two of the Scottsboro Boys in drag, Charlie and Ozie, parody Price and Bates. “Price’s” 

costume even includes a flamboyant plume feather, a detail Acker notes in his analysis of the 

trials.122 Price and Bates attempt to portray themselves as pure Southern white women to obtain 

sympathy from law enforcement officials. They are hypersexualized through parodic gestures 

that suggest they will exploit their bodies for a purpose.123  

Kander and Ebb present Price and Bates as caricatures of low-class, promiscuous women, 

which was not the impression the real Price and Bates wished to give. The caricatured portrayal 

aligns with reports from journalists gathered during the trials. After spending ten days 

investigating Price and Bates in northern Alabama and Tennessee, Hollace Ransdall of the 

American Civil Liberties Union compiled a comprehensive report in May of 1931 about the 

girls’ character and the socioeconomic conditions in which they were raised. Ransdall 

interviewed townspeople who described Bates’s family as “the lowest of the low,” and Ransdall 

herself characterized Price as “sly” and “chatty.”124 Price was known as a prostitute in both 

Huntsville and Chattanooga.125 Although Price and Bates attempt to appear innocent and pure, 

they come across as anything but that; instead, the parody overtly portrays the women as 

childishly behaved liars through music, lyrics, and gesture. Furthermore, some traits of the 

minstrelsy “Jezebel” stereotype appear and are turned on to Price and Bates through a process of 

reversal. The Jezebel stereotype, which characterizes black women as lascivious and seductive, 

opposes the stereotype of the modest and pure Southern lady. 

122 Ibid., 63. 
123 Witnessed personally at a live performance by the American Conservatory Theatre at the Geary Theater in San 
Francisco on June 27th, 2012.  
124 Reported by Hollace Ransdall in Acker, 13-14. 
125 Acker, 10-14. 
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Performance in drag was a common feature of minstrelsy, particularly in performing the 

archetype of the “wench.” Misogynistic portrayals of women attempted to reaffirm male 

dominance in society.126 Lott describes cross-dressing as the “supreme form of ‘vulgarity’” in 

popular theater and writes that blackface “transvestism” was “one ‘objectionable feature’ no self-

respecting troupe of vulgarians could do without.”127 Lott’s evaluation of the “wench” figure in 

minstrelsy unveils how sexual anxieties manifested themselves in cross-dressing. His analysis 

reveals that parodies of women had less to do with women than with the male cross-dresser 

working through subconscious anxieties in performance. Although Kander and Ebb retain the 

device in The Scottsboro Boys, the cross-dressing serves to parody Price and Bates instead of 

suggesting any psychological anxieties of the Scottsboro Boys. Kander and Ebb use the cross-

dressing trope to reveal the true character of the targets of parody, Price and Bates. 

Role-Playing within the Role 

As discussed in the introduction, doubleness is intrinsic to metadrama. Hornby says of 

the role-playing within the role device, “just as using a play within a play raises existential 

questions, so too does using a role within the role raise questions of human identity.”128 Not only 

are the Scottsboro Boys playing a role within a show as Price and Bates, but the parody of Price 

and Bates is exaggerated to the point that the audience is clearly aware that “Price” and “Bates” 

are role-playing, too.  

The outer and inner frames of The Scottsboro Boys must be considered to grasp the 

complexity of the role-playing device in the show. To begin, the outer frame contains a plot 

about nine young men known as the Scottsboro Boys who perform in a minstrel show called 

126 Jocelyn L. Buckner, “Shady Ladies: Sister Acts, Popular Performance, and the Subversion of American 
Identity,”(PhD diss., University of Kansas, 2010), 85-87. 
127 Eric Lott, 159-160. 
128 Hornby, 68. 
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“The Scottsboro Boys.” This marks one role within a role. Next, as characters of “The Scottsboro 

Boys,” two of the Scottsboro Boys play the roles of Bates and Price. Continuing further, the 

parodied roles of Price and Bates are roles within a role, because the women are in the process of 

presenting themselves as someone other than who they are, creating a third type of role within a 

role. Hence, three levels of role-playing exist in this scene, a dizzying situation that may lead 

viewers to consider the constructed nature of their social roles. Hornby explains that the 

metadramatic role within the role 

sets up a special acting situation that goes beyond the usual exploration of specific roles; 
it exposes the very nature of role itself. The theatrical efficacy of role playing within the 
role is the result of its reminding us that all human roles are relative, that identities are 
learned rather than innate. Unconsciously, we are made to recall the infantile state of 
'limitless narcissism,' when there were no roles, no boundaries, only an oceanic feeling of 
being at one with the universe…129 

 
Hornby follows this statement with a description of how “estrangement” results from this 

experience. Estrangement is a process of taking an object that is familiar and making it 

unfamiliar, or strange so that it will appear in a new light. Some scholars consider 

Verfremdungseffect, or alienation effect, to be similar to or even synonymous with 

“estrangement.”130 Estrangement and the alienation effect are central to metadrama, because 

metadrama alters the viewer’s perception of the fiction-world on stage.  Hornby explains that the 

phenomenological experience of the audience is such that “there is a sudden collapse of the ego 

boundary back to one’s everyday self. Such a collapse of the self was the aim of Bertolt Brecht’s 

Verfremdungseffect.”131 Estrangement at once decontextualizes and recontextualizes its object. 

In “Alabama Ladies,” Kander and Ebb defamiliarize Price and Bates through several ironies, 

129 Ibid., 72. 
130 It is important to note that “estrangement” is a term discussed by Viktor Shklovsky, whereas 
“Verfremdungseffect” is linked to Bertolt Brecht. Each viewed and theorized these related concepts in their own 
ways.  
131 Hornby, 115. 
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including three levels of role-playing and cross-dressing, to reveal Price and Bates’s constructed 

identities throughout the trial.   

Minstrelsy and Vaudevillian Reiterations: The Sister Act 

 Kander and Ebb foreground the role-within-a-role device by writing a “sister act” number 

for Price and Bates. In “Alabama Ladies,” Price and Bates explain how the alleged rape 

occurred, but in the form of a sister act, a popular type of performance involving two women, 

often sisters, but frequently unrelated women posing as sisters, or mother and daughter duos.132 

Jocelyn Buckner explains that “sister acts enjoyed widespread favor alongside minstrelsy and 

vaudeville, two popular performance practices.”133 Sister acts also included drag and blackface 

performances.134 Buckner discusses the appropriation of blackness as a mask under which 

Rosetta of the Duncan Sisters, a famous sister act in the early twentieth century, concealed her 

lesbianism.135 According to Buckner, gender, class, and sexual identity are central themes of 

sister act performances. By presenting the parody of Price and Bates as a sister act, a type of 

performance linked to identity, the role within a role device is supported and made more 

complex. Neuman describes how Kander and Ebb use “dramaturgical reiteration of vaudevillian 

convention as a tool for characterization” in their 1975 musical Chicago. One example from 

Chicago is the sister-act duo of Velma Kelly and Roxie Hart.136 Neuman also theorizes a more 

specific type of reiterative performance of real-life actors as “performative reiterations,” which 

according to Leve, he draws from Judith Butler’s theory of gender construction through 

repetitive performance.137 Hornby would cite this kind of metadrama as real-life “citation.”138 

132 Buckner, 1. 
133 Ibid., 3. 
134 Ibid., 191. 
135 Ibid., 193. 
136 Neuman, 65. 
137 Leve, 323, n. 9. 
138 Hornby, 95. 
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Sister acts are also filled with tension, in that there is an element of sameness because of their 

relation to each other, but also difference as each is an individual. This idea is developed further 

in the musical analysis of the sister act. 

In theorizing performative reiterations, Neuman identifies ways in which characters in 

Chicago allude to real-life past vaudeville performers such as Sophie Tucker, Ted Lewis, and 

Bert Williams.139 What is more, as Neumann states, these vaudevillian reiterations “while 

referring to specific real-life persons, were chosen were chosen for their implicit, archetypal 

connotations rather than their fixed, historical denotations.”140 Audience members familiar with 

the reference to these vaudevillians and their acts are temporarily removed from the fiction-

world; Neuman explains, “[t]his presentational and self-referential stylistic treatment draws 

attention to the inherent artifice of the theatrical experience…”141 To my knowledge, Price and 

Bates’s “sister act” does not reference a specific famous sister act duo necessarily, but rather the 

performance type. However, it is possible that Kander, Ebb, and Thompson recalled the Duncan 

Sisters’ infamous take on Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in which Rosetta Duncan 

portrayed Topsy as a savage-like child with a squealing voice, unkempt hair, and grotesque 

bodily contortions. It is possible that Charlie and Ozie’s sister-act parody on Price and Bates is a 

Signifyin(g) reversal of the Duncan Sisters’ appropriation of black culture.  

 Vaudevillian sister acts were light-hearted, fun, and entertaining, and “Alabama Ladies” 

shares many of these traits. The music of sister acts was often banal, but enjoyed by audiences. 

Buckner characterizes sister acts as 

 a commodity to be consumed by a modern culture demanding entertainment that met a 
need for duplication, deviation, and distraction. These qualities removed theatre goers 
from the stress of everyday life and transported them temporarily into a world of fantasy, 

139 Neuman, 77. 
140 Neuman, 78. 
141 Ibid. 
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fun, and frivolity. Sister acts capitalized on this desire, providing pleasure-seeking 
audiences with light fare presented with high skill, often glamorous production values, 
and a sense that the carefree, silly, or successful scenes they presented were unattainable 
for audiences too.142 

 
The way in which Kander and Ebb set the lyrics for “Alabama Ladies” reflects Buckner’s 

description of sister acts as “fun,” “frivolous,” “carefree,” and “silly.” These adjectives are not 

easily associated with an account of rape. Price and Bates’s account is supported by a cheerful 

score in the style of ragtime music, with its march-like tempo and syncopated rhythms. The 

cheerfulness of the music and playfulness of the manner in which Price and Bates narrate the 

accusation contradicts the serious nature of the crime: “Alabama Ladies” exemplifies parody 

through irony because the music and the lyrical content contradict each other.  

Before “Alabama Ladies,” Mr. Bones and Mr. Tambo play the roles of sheriffs who 

remove Price and Bates from the train cars. In the dialogue preceding “Alabama Ladies,” 

Sheriffs Bones and Tambo use euphemisms to indicate the promiscuity of Price and Bates.143 

However, Kander and Ebb portray Price as the leader of the two women, which trial transcripts 

and journalistic reports corroborate. In 1931, Ransdall reported,  

 The younger girl, Ruby Bates, found herself from the beginning pushed into the 
background by the more bubbling, pert personality of Victoria. She was given little 
chance to do anything but follow the lead of Victoria, so much quicker and [more] 
garrulous. When I talked to her alone she showed resentment against the position into 
which Victoria had forced her, but did not seem to know what to do except to keep silent 
and let Victoria do the talking.144 

 
As Ransdall’s report indicates, Kander and Ebb establish Price as the mastermind of the rape 

accusation. Price takes the lead in both the dialogue and lyrics of “Alabama Ladies.” Prior to the 

song, Price exclaims, “We was raped!” and Bates replies, “We was?”145 Next, Price orders Bates, 

142 Buckner, 188-189. 
143 Thompson, Final Script of The Scottsboro Boys, 14. 
144 Acker, 10. 
145 Thompson, Final Script of The Scottsboro Boys, 14-15. 

46 

                                                 



“Follow me. Do exactly what I do. And don’t fuck up.” From there, the lively music begins and 

Scottsboro Boys Charlie and Ozie narrate their version of the alleged rape as a caricature of Price 

and Bates. 

The actors caricaturing Price and Bates sing the opening lyrics in alternation, with Price 

leading and Bates repeating the third and fourth words of Price’s statement —“two” and “true”— 

in hocket. (m. 5, see example 2.2). The complete verse is “We’re only two true Alabama Ladies 

loyal daughters of the solid South,” which refers to the stereotype in the nineteenth and early-

twentieth centuries of the pure Southern woman. 

Example 2.2. “Alabama Ladies,” mm. 4-7. Hocket Exchange between Price and Bates. 

 

The music reflects both the sameness of and difference between Price and Bates. The opening 

material demonstrates that Price and Bates are linked as accusers of the alleged rapists through 

the interconnectedness of hocket; however, Price’s role as the leader of the women is established 

by her entrance prior to Bates’s. After the hocket device, Price and Bates join together in 

homorhythm, but with Bates supporting Price a major third below. The homorhythm affirms that 

both women are entangled in the accusation, regardless of who instigated it.  

47 



In her discussion of the popular 1954 film White Christmas, Buckner refers to the Hanes 

Sisters’ performance of “Sisters, Sisters” to highlight the complex identity constructions of these 

performances. Like Price and Bates, the Hanes Sisters swap lyrics in their performance. Buckner 

discusses the theme of duplicity, which is associated with sister acts, in this scene. In the song 

“Sisters, Sisters” by Irving Berlin, the Hanes Sisters sing that they are “Caring, sharing, every 

little thing that we are wearing,” but sing “caring” and “sharing” in alternation. 146 They express 

their similarity singing “Two different faces, but in tight places / We think and we act as one.”147 

Buckner characterizes sister acts as “simultaneously sweet and sexual, innocent and 

incestuous.”148 In discussing the Hanes sisters, Buckner quotes Mary Ann O’Farrell, 

“protopornographic entertainment, the sister act teases with the prospect of interchangability 

(sharing) while invoking the alibi of transparent wholesomeness (caring).”149 Like the Hanes 

Sisters, Price and Bates express their “wholesome” qualities when claiming they are “loyal 

daughters of the solid South,” but are sexually suggestive through costume and gesture. The 

sister act performance type underscores Price and Bates’s questionable identity. Furthermore, 

because Kander and Ebb narrate the alleged rape accusation through a lively song and more 

specifically as a sister act, their accusation of rape appears to be more of an entertaining 

performance than an attempt to elicit truth. 

Parodic Narration through Marking 
 
Although Price and Bates’s exchange is an attempt to appear endearing, their vulgarity 

undermines their effort to charm. For instance, Price and Bates are lewd, as demonstrated 

through lyrics such as “another negro slapped me on the keester,” “another negro grabbed me by 

146 Buckner, 3. 
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 
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the boobies,” and “I can still smell his hot black breath.” Their word choice and the manner in 

which the Scottsboro Boys parodying Price and Bates deliver the words undermine the image of 

wholesome Southern woman Price and Bates wished to portray, along with inciting the racism of 

the South.150  

 The narrative tactic called “marking” adds to the complexity of “Alabama Ladies.” As 

discussed in the introduction, “marking” is a discursive strategy used in some African American 

communities that is characterized by parody or caricature of a person. Mitchell-Kernan notes that 

parodying the way people speak is not unique to black culture, but that there are ways in which 

black communities associate manners of speech with caricatures of specific social types.151 In 

“Alabama Ladies,” the Scottsboro Boys who parody Price and Bates mark on them as unrefined, 

unclassy women. Mitchell-Kernan explains that “the marker attempts to replay a scene for his 

hearers. He may seek to give the implications of the speaker’s remarks, to indicate whether the 

emotions and affect displayed by the speaker were genuine or feigned-in short, to give his 

audience the full benefit of all the information he was able to process by virtue of expressive or 

context clues imparted by the speaker.”152 Through performance, the narrator reenacts an 

interpretation of what the target of marking implied or was trying to hide. Marking on Price and 

Bates is especially apparent in the character of the music and the manner in which the lyrics are 

to be sung.  

 What is particularly striking about “Alabama Ladies” is the contradiction between the 

music and lyrics. In discussing parody through Signifyin(g) in “No Coons Allowed!” from A 

Trip to Coontown, Krasner notes that the lively music stands in striking contrast to the serious 

nature of the text. He describes this as a “lyric/music” paradox stating, “the lyrics force one to 

150 Please see Appendix A for complete lyrics. 
151 Mitchell-Kernan, 328. 
152 Ibid., 327-328. 

49 

                                                 



think through the debasing foundation of Jim Crow segregationism; the music, however, sustains 

a lively beat, with no hint of sorrow, rage, or frustration.” 153 Krasner interprets this as a paradox 

and a “signification” on “white domination while the music remains within the minstrel tradition, 

appealing to both whites and blacks.”154 Krasner’s description of “No Coons Allowed!” is 

reminiscent of Charles McNulty’s theater review of The Scottsboro Boys in The Los Angeles 

Times: “the first-rate score by Kander & Ebb is often defiantly upbeat.”155 In The Scottsboro 

Boys, Signifyin(g) parody through marking is a specific attack on Price and Bates and their 

deceit, as the music in “Alabama ladies” maintains a lively and cheerful disposition.  

  The musical texture in “Alabama Ladies” is thin throughout, thereby allowing the listener 

to focus on the lyrics of Price and Bates’s attempt to fool their audience. The performance forces 

include violin, flute, percussion, trumpet, and trombone in addition to Price and Bates’s duet. 

The musical style contains elements of ragtime with march-like character in duple time and with 

syncopation. Moreover, a series of modulations paired with lyrics containing a series of 

accusations throughout the song suggests that the women are spinning a web of lies as they tell 

their story. For instance, the song begins in D major and modulates every four measures: to B 

minor in m. 14, A minor in m.18, C minor in m. 22, and B flat minor in m. 26 followed by a V7 

chord, which is an augmented sixth chord before the resolution back to the violin interlude in D 

major. Following the interlude, Price and Bates continue their story, in a similar manner as in the 

previous section. For the second interlude (m. 46-55), Price and Bates sing a series of “la” 

vocalizations in alternation and also together in major thirds prior to the ending (mm. 46-54). 

The repeated “la” vocalizations recall the light-hearted character of the Italian song genre of the 

153 Krasner, 36. 
154 Ibid. Note: Krasner does not adopt Gates’s signifiers of “Signification” and “Signifyin(g).” 
155 Charles McNulty, Review of  The Scottsboro Boys, “‘Scottsboro Boys’ in Search of the Truth,” By Kander and 
Ebb, L.A. Times (May 7, 2012), http://articles.latimes.com/2012/may/07/entertainment/la-et-scottsboro-boys-review-
20120507 (accessed 9/24/2012). 
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balletto, a late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth-century secular song. The song concludes in a 

razzle-dazzle fashion, supported by a harmonic progression consisting of seventh chords, 

submediant chords, and a descending chromatic 8-♭7-6-♭5-4 bass line found frequently in 

popular song (see example 2.3). 

Example 2.3. “Alabama Ladies,” mm 55-59. 
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After this phrase, the melody repeats in mm. 60-64, but a perfect fifth above, and with harmonies 

containing more diminished chords, seventh chords, and modal mixture. The harmony supports a 

chromatic ascending melodic line with trombone slides. The rambunctious character of the music 

clues the audience into the performative nature of Bates and Price’s accusation.  

 Mitchell-Kernan notes that narrators commonly perform marking as parody or caricature 

rather than imitation. Marking is often not performed in a way that flatters the one being marked 

upon. Mitchell-Kernan describes marking as a tactic to use when the “element of ridicule is so 

salient” that the criticism will be familiar to the marker and the audience.156 Mitchell-Kernan, 

like Hutcheon, raises the important consideration that parody can easily be misunderstood. The 

narrator of performative marking must confidently present it in a manner that makes the audience 

agree with the characterization. Kander and Ebb reveal the characterization of Price and Bates 

through marking parody and music that reflects the farcical nature of the accusation. 

  Mitchell-Kernan states that marking is concerned more with the “expressive value” of 

speech, “ranging from phonological features to specific content.”157 For instance, the Scottsboro 

156 Mitchell-Kernan, 328. 
157 Ibid., 327.  
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Boys parodying Price and Bates mimic the women in an exaggerated manner, often emphasizing 

the word “negro” by stressing the long “e” vowel, which is set by a half-note. The half-note is 

the longest duration in the song and used seldom, thus drawing the audience’s attention to the 

word. The word “raped” is the only other lyric set by a half-note. In the Off-Broadway cast 

recording, the word “hot” is particularly emphasized in the phrase “But then a Negro, / threw 

himself upon me / I can still smell his hot black breath.”158 Mitchell-Kernan states that “a marker 

wishing to convey a particular impression of a speaker may choose to deliver a quotation in a 

style which is felt to best suit what he feels lies underneath the impression management or what 

is obscured by the speaker’s effective manipulation of language.”159 Emphasis on the word 

“negro” and “hot” is a way for Price to characterize the Scottsboro Boys negatively, rather than 

giving information about the alleged rape. In this instance, Victoria’s statement is more about 

race than about rape to get what she wants.  

As Mitchell-Kernan explains about the speaker who marks, “[h]is performance may be 

more in the nature of parody and caricature than true imitation. But the features selected to 

overplay are those which are associated with membership in some class.”160 Thus not only does 

the parody of Price and Bates highlight their impurity through gesture and costume but also the 

text and music combined indicate their class and lack of maturity through word-choice supported 

by the playful character of the music. The off-beats, syncopation, and hocket used to set the text 

of the music in effect make Price and Bates’s account of the rape not sound serious. According to 

historical reports noted above, the manner in which the rape accusation unfolded appeared 

ambiguous and spontaneous; likewise, play is often spontaneous. The lyrics indicate that Price 

158 Kander, John and Fred Ebb, “Alabama Ladies,” from The Scottsboro Boys, JAY Productions Ltd., CDJAY 1421, 
CD, 2010, track 3: 00:21-00:27. 
159 Mitchell-Kernan, 328. 
160 Ibid., 327-328. 
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and Bates managed to construct an impulsive narration of an alleged rape in a playful way. 

Through parody of a “wholesome” sister act performance and marking, the Scottsboro Boys 

Signify directly on Price and Bates and their ploy to allegedly evade jail-time.  

“Southern Days”: Signifyin(g) Revision 

Introduction 

In the musical number “Financial Advice” Kander and Ebb depict the discrimination 

against Samuel Leibowitz, the primary lawyer representing the Scottsboro Boys. In addition to 

directing racist sentiment toward the Scottsboro Boys, citizens of Alabama discriminated against 

Leibowitz for being Jewish. When Bates declared on the witness stand that neither Price nor she 

were raped, some critics accused Leibowitz and the Communist Party of bribing Bates to make 

the confession. Bates maintained for the remainder of her life that she had originally lied about 

the rape accusation; what is more, Bates even toured the country with some of the mothers of the 

Scottsboro Boys advocating for their release. “Financial Advice” dramatizes the political context 

of Bates’s confession by foregrounding Jewish stereotypes. For instance, one of the lines is about 

how Bates was “bribed” by the Communist Party with “Jew money.” Overall, the number is 

comical and filled with allusions to klezmer music. The next song after “Financial Advice” takes 

a more serious tone. The boys discuss how they wish to leave the South if they are ever 

acquitted. Overhearing their discussion, the interlocutor responds, claiming that the South has 

taken care of the boys. The interlocutor interjects, “Now while you boys are waiting for the 

verdict, sing that song about home we love so much. Go on, Willie! Sing it!”161 In this statement, 

the interlocutor assumes that the Scottsboro Boys share his idealization of the past. Indeed, the 

interlocutor’s nostalgia was shared by many citizens in American history. David Pilgrim 

elaborates: “From Radical Reconstruction to World War I, there was a national nostalgia for the 

161 Thompson, final Script of The Scottsboro Boys, 70-71. 

54 

                                                 



‘good ol’ darkies’ who loved their masters, and, according to the proslavers, rejected or only 

reluctantly accepted emancipation.”162 At the beginning of the song, the boys comply, singing 

lyrics portraying the interlocutor’s version of a romanticized South in “Southern Days,” but they 

do not maintain this sentiment all the way through. By the end of the song, the Scottsboro Boys 

offer a different perspective of slave life through Signification. Although the interlocutor does 

not indicate a specific year, or even decade for this song, it can be inferred through contextual 

clues in the lyrics, such as the reference to “cotton fields,” that he refers to nineteenth-century 

plantation life. The text and music in “Southern Days” share much in common with Stephen 

Foster’s self-labeled “Plantation Melodies.” Kander and Ebb draw on the musical-textual 

characteristics of Foster’s plantation melodies, but engage in dialogue with Foster’s version 

through repetition and reversal. 

Stephen Collins Foster and Plantation Melodies 

Stephen Foster, the foremost American song composer before the Civil War, composed 

songs as early as 1839 and was prolific in the years 1850-1869. Foster at first primarily 

composed minstrel songs, but also cultivated the parlor song, drawing on the elevated styles of 

European music. Beginning in 1851, Foster reconsidered his approach to minstrel song 

composition in light of his shifting political views. Writing about Foster’s revision of his own 

early minstrel songs, music theorist Matthew Shaftel outlines how Foster’s perception of slavery 

gradually changed between 1847 and 1860. Shaftel provides evidence that a combination of the 

1850 Fugitive Slave Law, abolitionist protests, and his friendship with abolitionist poet Charles 

Shiras (1824-1854) significantly influenced Foster’s views. In addition to Foster’s collaboration 

162 David Pilgrim, “The Coon Caricature,” Ferris State University. Museum of Racist Memorabilia, 
www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/coon/ (accessed 11/1/2012). 
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with Shiras on a song and play in 1853, Foster also composed music for “The Abolition Show” 

following Shiras’s death.163  

Foster’s songs reflect the growing ambivalence that Northern white middle-class society 

felt towards slavery.164 Foster’s early minstrel songs featured a caricature of African American 

dialect supported by “stepwise melodies of limited range; root-position tonic, dominant, and 

subdominant harmony; clear-cut four-measure phrases modified by a ‘move toward an 

unexpected, and often disarming, midphrase pause or syncopation’ that precedes a masculine 

cadence; and moderate to fast tempi” according to Susan Key, who quotes Steven Saunders and 

Dean L Root. 165  Today it is widely acknowledged that minstrelsy caricatures are denigrating; 

however, it is important to remember that in the past much of society did not perceive these 

caricatures in that way. Foster did eventually recognize the demeaning nature of minstrelsy 

caricature and created a new type of song called plantation melodies. In these songs, Foster 

conflates devices found in the minstrel song with those of the genteel parlor song. From 1851 on, 

Foster’s songs offer a more humanized depiction of African American slaves by acknowledging 

the hardships of slave-life.  Foster significantly reduced the amount of plantation dialect and 

included more references to the parlor song, which was associated with sophisticated tastes.  

According to Foster specialists Saunders and Root, it is only since the early 1990s that scholars 

acknowledged the “plantation song” as a third song genre of Foster’s minstrel songs.166  

Before composing the plantation melodies, Foster attempted a more radical anti-slavery 

approach to the minstrel song, which audiences rejected. In “Ring, Ring de Banjo” (1851), the 

163 Mathew Shaftel, “Singing a New Song: Stephen Foster and the New American Minstrelsy,” Music and Politics 1, 
no. 2 (Summer 2007): 16. Note, the song written by Foster and Shiras is “Annie My Own Love” and the play is 
“The Invisible Prince.” 
164 Ibid. 
165 Susan Key, “Sound and Sentimentality: Nostalgia in the Songs of Stephen Foster,” American Music 13, no. 2 
(Summer 1995): 157.  
166 Stephen Collins Foster, The Music of Stephen C. Foster: A Critical Edition, eds. Steven Saunders and Deane L. 
Root (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), xxxi. 
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narrator, a former slave, depicts a violent scene in which he bludgeons his master with his banjo 

after lulling him to sleep. Grim lyrics, such as these, were too controversial for the time: “Early 

in de morning / Ob a lubly summer day, / My massa send me warning / He’d like to hear me 

play. / On de banjo tapping, / I come wid duleem strain; / Massa Fall a napping- / He’ll nebber 

wake again. / Ring, ring, de banjo!”167 Audiences were not ready yet for Foster’s anti-slavery 

message, due to the violent depiction of the master’s death. Foster realized he had to write songs 

that pleased audiences in order to financially support himself, so he developed the plantation 

song. In 1852, Foster stated explicitly that he aspired to be the “best Ethiopian song writer.” He 

sought to achieve this by setting music to tasteful lyrics instead of lyrics he considered to be 

“trashy and really offensive words that belong to works of the same order.”168 In 1851 Foster 

composed “Old Folks at Home,” one of the first plantation melodies.169 In contrast to “Ring, 

Ring de Banjo,” audiences eagerly received Foster’s revised version of the plantation melody.170 

Characteristics of Foster’s plantation melodies include pentatonic motives, descending 

pentatonic scales at cadences, and climaxes on the subdominant to evoke a sense of longing.171 

Key explains that the pervasive use of pentatonic scales in nineteenth-century American songs 

stem from America’s fascination with Celtic folk songs. While the pentatonic scale is not 

inherently nostalgic, the scale became inextricably linked to nostalgic themes.172 “Old Folks at 

Home” provides a nostalgic portrayal of plantation life in the South from the perspective of a 

slave. The lyrics hint at a disdain for the present but happiness in times past as in “Sadly I roam / 

167 Ibid., “Ring, Ring de Banjo,” in Stephen Foster Songbook: Original Sheet Music of 40 Songs by Stephen Collins 
Foster: Selected, with Introduction and Note, by Richerd Jackson (New York: Dover Publications, 1974), 113. 
168 Letter to E.P. Chirsty, May, 25, 1852, quoted in Shaftel, 25.  
169 Shaftel, 18-19. 
170 Shaftel, Ibid.  
171 Key, 157. Key explains that in the nineteenth century, Americans cultivated nostalgic songs as a means of 
working through socioeconomic conditions; Key claims the trend was “self-referential,” 146-147, 150. 
172 Ibid., 157. 
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Still longing for de old plantation / And for de old folks at home.”173 At the end of “Old Folks at 

Home,” the man wonders, “When will I hear de banjo strumming, / Down in my good old 

home?”174 Although the lyrics do not take a forceful stand against slavery, Foster humanizes the 

slave through lyrics that express deep emotions in the elevated style of parlor songs. With the 

exception of a few words, the lyrics avoid the caricatured speech and insensitive depiction of 

African Americans found in Foster’s first minstrel songs, such as in “Oh! Susanna” (1848): “I 

jumped aboard de telegraph, / And trabbelled down de ribber. / De Lectrie fluid magnified, And 

killed five hundred Nigger.”175 Foster followed “Old Folks at Home” with a similar plantation 

song in 1852, “My Old Kentucky Home, Good-night!” Performers, both African American and 

white, performed these songs well into the first half of the twentieth century. 

Establishing Nostalgia 

 Kander and Ebb’s “Southern Days” recalls the music and text of Foster’s “Old Folks at 

Home” and “My Old Kentucky Home, Good-night!” The lyrics initially portray the quality of 

life on the plantation as a cozy scene. Ebb’s lyrics aim to trigger sensory memories through a 

series of questions asked by the Scottsboro Boys. For instance, the boys ask, “Don’t you miss the 

sight of willows drippin’, on a balmy southern day? Don’t you miss the taste of julep sippin’ as 

you fade the day away?”176 Next, the lyrics describe “Mammy” preparing Southern comfort 

foods such as ham, chicken, and ribs. The mammy stereotype is of a motherly and overweight 

woman who tends to the needs of the master’s family and accepts his family as more important 

than her own. As the song continues, so do the images, which include banjos strummin’, shinin’ 

moons on summer nights, and so forth.  

173 Foster, “Old Folks at Home” in Stephen Foster Songbook, 102. 
174 Ibid., 103 
175 Ibid., “Oh! Susanna” in Stephen Foster Songbook,91. 
176 David Thompson, final Script of The Scottsboro Boys, 70-73. 
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The overall form of ABACABC and is divided into three sections determined by 

modulations (see table 2.1).  

Table 2.1. Song form of “Southern Days” from The Scottsboro Boys. 

Section 1, A major (mm. 1-19) Section 2, D major 
(mm. 20-35) 

 

Section 3, F major (mm.  36-
63) 

A B A C A B C 
 m.1 
 Intro. 
 

2-9 
 
 

10-17 
 
 
 

Descant 
extension: 

18-19 

20-27 28-35 Descant:  
36-43. 

 
 

44-51 52-63 

 
The first two sections of the form contain two eight-measure phrases divided further into two 

four-measure phrases; the third section is the longest with an additional twelve-measure phrase. 

Kander and Ebb vary the structure by modulating to a new key for each section. The first section 

begins in A major, then modulates to the subdominant key, D major (m. 20). The last section 

ends in F major, flat-VI of A major. At the end of section one, there is a two-measure phrase 

extension, or link to section two with vocalizations on “Ooh.” (mm. 18-19, see table 2.1).  

Kander draws on a number of stylistic devices to create the mythologized portrayal of the 

historical South through music. A solo onstage harmonica immediately establishes the nostalgic 

mood as it sounds three pitches, an A-major triad in second inversion. Afterward, an a cappella 

quartet enters singing a lulling pentatonic melody marked mezzo piano and a tempo “Slowly, 4 

sempre rubato.” Throughout the song, the nine Scottsboro Boys sing either as a choral quartet or 

sextet, or mimic the sounds of a banjo to an actual banjo accompaniment. Key explains that in 

the nineteenth-century American songs, the “chorus began to play a central role in establishing a 

song’s emotional content.”177 Like Foster’s plantation melodies, the melodies in “Southern 

Days” often outline the primary tones of the A major pentatonic scale (A-B-C#-E-F#-A). Foster 

177 Key, 160. 
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occasionally added pitches outside the pentatonic scale, but maintained an overall pentatonic 

sound. Shaftel explains that the third scale-degree of the pentatonic scale is understood as the 

“primary” tone, although the fifth scale-degree exhibits almost equal significance in Foster’s 

pentatonic music.178 Likewise Kander writes an overall pentatonic outline in the melody, with 

characteristic stepwise motion similar to that found in Foster’s melodies, but also includes 

subdominant harmonies throughout. For Foster, subdominant harmonies served, ironically, as 

points of climax, whereas Kander often uses the subdominant as an approach to tonic 

resolution.179 Additionally, Kander often uses ii/II to replace the subdominant.  

The pentatonic outline helps set the nostalgic mood through the absence of tension in the 

scale. At the beginning of “Southern Days” (mm. 2-3), the melodic range is narrow, and the 

central focus is on the first scale-degree of A and the third scale-degree of C#. The second scale-

degree B oscillates around C#, thereby highlighting its importance. The alternation between B 

and C# creates a rocking motion and hence a calming effect. In “Southern Days,” the harmony 

often alternates between the tonic and dominant, but Kander includes a variety of colorful 

harmonies, such as cadences that resemble turnarounds in blues music, modal mixture, and 

inverted seventh chords. 

The Scotch snap is another prominent Celtic characteristic of Foster’s parlor songs and 

plantation melodies, which he uses to create moments of hesitation, or lingering. The Scotch 

snap is a rhythmic figure frequently found as a sixteenth-note followed by a dotted-eighth. In 

combination with a slower tempo and either a leap of a third or sixth or an imitation of the break 

in the voice through a leap to signal emotion, the Scotch snap evokes nostalgia, a moment when 

178 Shaftel, 5. 
179 Key, 161. 
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reality is temporarily suspended.180 When indulging in a nostalgic memory, the present moment 

must be suspended to retrieve the nostalgic object of memory. In contrast with Foster’s parlor 

and plantation melodies, Foster used the Scotch snap in his early minstrel songs, but with a fast 

tempo, which did not produce a nostalgic effect. The rhythm appears in “Southern Days” from 

the start on repeated I6 chords (m.1), followed by a quarter note as ii6
5 to I6

4 marked with a 

fermata (m.2.; see example 2.4); the third beat of m.3 is a ii6
5 that resolves to a I6. The complete 

gesture induces a warm, soothing sensation of nostalgia. Additional devices used in the opening 

of “Southern Days” include a syllabic text setting, choir, and largely simple, but soulful music 

similar to hymns and Negro spirituals. 

Example 2.4. “Southern Days,” mm 1-5 in section 1, A major. Scotch Snap.181  

 
 

Another way Kander suggests suspended time is by ending phrases on half cadences, 

frequently on a second inversion triad. The half cadence is usually on a half note, or a dotted 

half-note. Rests follow the half cadences, creating repose and thereby supporting the illusion of 

180 Key, 158. 
181 John Kander and Fred Ebb, “Southern Days,” from The Scottsboro Boys, New York: Bro ‘N Sis Music, Inc., 
2010, used with permission, 1. 
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suspended time. These events give the listener an opportunity to consider the questions asked by 

the singer, such as those in figure 2.4, “Don’t you miss the sight of wil-lows drippin’ / On a bal-

my south-ern day?” The questions trigger memories or ignite the imagination. The unresolved 

half cadences and rests allow the listener to indulge in nostalgic memory (see example 2.4). The 

hesitations in “Southern Days” reflect the bittersweet side of nostalgia and of the old South that 

the interlocutor seeks to replicate, but can never achieve.  

Defiance and Revision 

Although the interlocutor wishes to reproduce the past, the Scottsboro Boys deconstruct 

his mythologized view of plantation life. It is important to note that the interlocutor orders the 

boys to “sing that song about home we love so much” (emphasis added). With this statement, the 

audience learns that the interlocutor assumes that the boys share his perspective on the past, but 

this could not be further from the truth. Furthermore, the interlocutor is an anachronistic figure 

claiming, “We take care of you here!”182 Through an act of defiance, the Scottsboro Boys revise 

the interlocutor’s and Foster’s model of the Southern plantation. After the first two sections of 

“Southern Days” establish the interlocutor’s nostalgia for the South, the boys Signify on him to 

revise the nostalgic portrayal of plantation life, which was shared by many during Reconstruction 

and beyond. 

At the start of the third section, the Scottsboro Boys vocalize “Ooh” as the interlocutor 

interjects, “Oh, how I used to love that song. I remember sitting on the porch, hearing it at 

twilight, rising up from the cotton fields. You boys sing it so beautifully, just the way I like it. It 

wouldn’t hurt if you smiled a bit.” In a live performance I witnessed, the interlocutor delivered 

this line in a condescending tone; this is delivered in a similar manner on the Off-Broadway cast 

album. On cue, the boys simultaneously give large smiles, showing as many teeth as possible, 

182 David Thompson, final Script of The Scottsboro Boys, 70. 
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with wide eyes in a satirical Signifyin(g) gesture.183 In this moment, the boys Signify upon the 

interlocutor’s request for them to smile. Returning now to the rhetorical tradition of Signifyin(g), 

recall that it can be a language of trickery. Gates quotes Abrahams’s working definition of 

Signifyin(g): “The name ‘Signifyin(g) Monkey’ shows [the hero] to be a trickster, ‘signifying’ 

being the language of trickery, that set of words or gestures which arrives at ‘direction through 

indirection.’184 Furthermore, “It [Signifyin(g)] can ‘also denote speaking with the hands and 

eyes.’”185 The boys Signify through exaggerated gestures that mimic caricatures of African 

Americans in minstrelsy. Such exaggerated gestures in minstrelsy were very common. The boys 

are seemingly complicit in this moment, but the smile is insincere and unnatural, as their forced 

gestures reveal. When I saw the production live at the Geary Theater in San Francisco, the 

audience laughed at this moment—an indication that they understood the signal. The boys’ 

Signification also alerts the audience to the possibility of more Signifyin(g) moments.186 

At the Scottsboro Boys’ entrance in the third section in F, the B material of section one 

returns (mm. 9-13) to lyrics that draw on the mammy stereotype. Although the B material 

expressed ease and comfort, it now elicits tension through some revisions to both the text and 

music. What is more, this passage is marked with the first and only forte and fortissimo in the 

song, which underscores the Scottsboro Boys’ annoyance with the interlocutor’s request to smile. 

The melodic line in section three ascends in the opposite direction from the first presentation in 

183 Seen at the production by the American Conservatory Theatre at the Geary Theater, San Francisco, June 27, 
2012.  
184 Roger D. Abrahams, “The Changing Concept of the Negro Hero,” in The Golden Log, ed. Mody C. Boatright, 
Wilson M. Hudson, and Alan Maxwell (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1962), 125, quoted in Gates 
74. 
185 Ibid., Deep Down in the Jungle (Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co., 1961, 1970), 51-53, 66-70, 113-119, 142, 147, 
153,156, 264. quoted in Gates, 75. 
186 Witnessed at the production of  Scottsboro Boys by The American Conservatory Theater as The Geary Theater on 
June 27, 2012. 
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section one (see example 2.5a and 2.5b for a comparison of the B material from section one and 

section two). 

Example 2.5a. “Southern Days,” mm. 9-13 in section 1, A major. First presentation of B 
material.187 

 
 
Example 2.5b. “Southern Days,” mm. 43-47 in section 3, F major. Revised B section material.188 

     

The ascending melodic line underscored by a forte dynamic in m. 43 and fortissimo in m. 45 in 

contrast to the subito piano in m. 47 heightens the drama in the song. It appears likely that the 

intensification results from the interlocutor’s instigating statements. The subito piano dynamic 

reminds the listener of the first presentation of the material in section one, which resembles the 

musical dynamics of the B material. The dynamic marking signals that the boys must carefully 

subvert. The revision of the B material from section one does not explicitly depict defiance, but 

rather does this implicitly as a parody of the previous B material. Hutcheon believes that “parody 

is doubly coded in political terms: it both legitimizes and subverts that which it parodies.”189 

Although the Scottsboro boys reinstall minstrel conventions, Kander and Ebb allow the 

Scottsboro Boys to subvert through music in subtle ways, such as with the only forte and 

187 John Kander and Fred Ebb, “Southern Days,” 1-2. 
188 Ibid., 4-5. 
189 Hutcheon, Politics, 97. 
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fortissimo dynamics. The text is also set in a higher register than before, which creates a brighter 

timbre in opposition to the lulling nostalgic melodies in the first section. 

 Up until this point in the song, someone who did not know anything about American 

history might think the South in the nineteenth century was a place in which the days were 

“lazy,” “lamented,” and “lackadaisical,” as described in the lyrics. It is possible that was true for 

some people, but the ideal did not apply to all, certainly not to slaves. Through textual and 

musical changes, Kander and Ebb revise the material from section one to indicate the frustration 

of the boys. The lyrics also warrant a discussion in light of connotations associated with African 

Americans and Southern comfort foods. Even though people of many races and ethnicities enjoy 

these foods, in minstrelsy they became associated with caricatures of African Americans. In her 

study “Zip Coon and Watermelons,” Patricia Heisser Metoyer presents the development of racial 

stereotypes perpetuated in sheet music and post cards as commodity culture. Her collection 

reveals several prominent topoi, such as the “coon” caricature depicted as a lazy African 

American adult eating watermelon, the black pickaninny child hunting chicken, and the mammy 

figure cooking pancakes (think Aunt Jemima pancake syrup or Uncle Ben’s rice for current 

examples).190  

Regarding the B material, the passages in both sections one and three contain lyrics about 

different comfort foods; however, the heightened drama created by the dynamics of the second 

presentation of B material suggests that we should examine the lyrics (mm. 43-47). While it is 

possible that the foods represent nothing more than themselves, the music suggests otherwise in 

light of the interlocutor’s order for the boys to smile and their aggravation at having to do this. 

190 Patricia Heisser Metoyer’s, “Zip Coon and Watermelons: The Perpetuation of Racial Stereotypes through Visual 
Imagery from the 19th and 20th Centuries,” (lecture posted online as powerpoint), 
http://www.authorstream.com/Presentation/Pheismet-390393-lecture-03-zip-coon-watermelons-racism-coons-
watermelon-black-studies-others-misc-ppt-powerpoint/ (accessed 10/1/2012). 
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Returning briefly to the B material in section one (mm.9-13), the boys sing, “And in the kit-chen 

Mam-my’s pull-in’ pork, / Bak-in’ ribs, shuck-in’ corn,” whereas in the third section of the form, 

the boys sing, “And in the kit-chen Mam-my’s pull-in’ pork, / Cook-in’ grits, scrub-bin’ ham” 

(mm. 43-47). We can consider the first text to be a chain of signifiers existing on an imaginary 

syntagmatic plane. During the second presentation of the B material, the words from the first 

section are replaced by similar words from the paradigmatic plane through what Saussure calls 

“associative relations.”191 The conceptual syntagmatic plane, according to Saussure, is a place 

where words associated with but different from those on the syntagmatic plane exist. For 

instance, in the second passage, Ebb replaces “shuck-in’corn” with “cook-in’” grits. From a 

phonetic viewpoint, the percussive sound of the hard consonant “c” and hard “k” in “cook-in’” 

and the monosyllabic “grits” ending with a percussive “ts” produce an abrasive result in contrast 

to the softer sound of the voiced consonant “b” in “Bak-in ribs” found earlier.  

It is possible that the replacement of “pull-in’ pork” with “cook-in grits” offers a subtle 

example of Signification, in which the phonemes of “cook-in grits” at the climax of the phrase 

express a double-coded meaning; however, the music serves a vital role during this event. The 

percussive phonetics in conjunction with the ascending melodic line allows for the boys to 

Signify in a subtle way.192  Although in the repetition of B material the Southern comfort food 

topic allows substitutions from the associative plane, that alone would not signal a Signifyin(g) 

act; but, with the intensified forte dynamics and the ascending melody, the listener is clued in to 

a double-coded utterance that expresses their frustration with the interlocutor’s mythologized 

viewpoint. Even though the melodic lines in the first and second presentations of the B material 

move in opposite directions the harmony remains functionally the same, but with different 

191 Gates, 48-49. 
192 See appendix for full lyrics. 
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inversions and doublings to heighten the drama after the interlocutor’s statement. This is 

“repetition with difference,” a marker of parody Hutcheon discusses repeatedly as does Gates in 

his discussion of Signifyin(g). Both passages progress to a tonic resolution, with rests 

interrupting the chord changes. Following “cook-in’ grits” is  “scrub-bin’ ham,” in which “ham” 

is set on V7 and resolved after a descending 4-3 suspension. These musical attributes along with 

the softer “b” sound in “scrub-bin’ ham” relieve the tension established by the f and ff  dynamics 

and ascending melody. This musical revision in conjunction with the acerbic consonants of 

“cook-in grits” in the context of the interlocutor’s exertion of hegemonic power suggests the 

Scottsboro Boys’ growing agitation. 

 As discussed above, the melody ascends to a higher register in the passage, which 

intensifies the drama. Drawing on tradition, Kander and Ebb reserve text settings in higher 

registers for other dramatic moments, too. For “cook-in’ grits,” the higher register brightens the 

timbre, which accentuates the text and percussive phonemes of the lyrics. The boys sing in this 

register also in mm. 34-35 and mm. 62-63 on the text “Lov-a-ble south-ern days” to emphasize 

the saccharine, nostalgic lyrics. One more example occurs in the descant vocalizations on “Ooh” 

that hover over the melodies, but this is an effect to reinforce the nostalgic sentiment. The music 

is also set in a higher range in m. 23 on the word “bright?,” a moment of lingering, in which V4
3 

is followed by V7 instead of the quarter note rests in m. 5 and m. 9. The altered inversion on the 

second dominant chord serves to shift the melody line into a higher range during the lyrics: 

“Don’t you miss the sound / of dark-ies hum-min’?,” which are arguably the most provocative 

lyrics thus far, due to “darkies.” “Darkies” is considered a pejorative word today and grabs the 
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audience’s attention. The boys mimicking the banjo stop and join the rest of the boys, singing 

together “dar-kies hum-min’” (m. 23-25; see example 2.6).193 

Example 2.6.  “Southern Days,” mm. 23-25 in section 2, D major. “Don’t you miss the sound of 
darkies hummin’?”.194 
 

 

Along these lines, Krasner discusses the destabilization of racist naming in “No Coons Allowed” 

from A Trip to Coontown: 

“No Coons Allowed!” establishes an underlying resistance to the dominant discourse by 
signifying on the subject of racism. Signifying not only turns lyrics back on themselves, it 
complicates the issue of racism, since the narrator who sings the words and describes the 
condition is himself black…. Cole undermines racism by stealing it from the mouths of 
whites. If African Americans can call themselves “coons” or “darky,” “Sambo” or 
“nigger,” it will not be long before the words themselves take on new signification, 
destabilizing their racist impact. The singer internalizes the tale by acting as the mediator 
who says one thing but means another, employing a discourse of indirection and 
implication…. In the instance of “No Coons Allowed!” the target of the satire, although 
appearing to be African Americans on the surface, is in actuality Jim Crow racism.195 

 
By using the word “darky,” the boys appease the interlocutor but destabilize its racist 

connotations since the Scottsboro Boys themselves are black. The word “darky” thus takes on 

193 For the complete lyrics to this song, please see the Appendix. 
194 John Kander and Fred Ebb, “Southern Days,” 3. 
195 Krasner, 36. 
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different meaning, as “coon” does in “No Coons Allowed!” from 1898, and similar lyrics in the 

“coon song,” a popular song style of the ragtime genre. The lyrics in the “coon song” also 

included caricatures of African American speech characteristics, or what linguists presently call 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE).196  “Coon” or “darky” thus used in these 

contexts serves as a Signification on Jim Crow racism.   

While the variation of the second presentation of B material could be viewed as an 

implicit act of Signification to demonstrate frustration, the final twelve-measure phrase explicitly 

exposes racism (m. 51). While Signifying is characterized by indirection and implication, the art 

of what Bakhtin would call “verbal masquerade,” the text is not double-voiced in this case, 

although the music is. In the final twelve measures, the boys no longer appease the interlocutor. 

Although the interlocutor feels nostalgic about the plantation, the boys cannot agree with his 

mythologized memory of the past. The boys contend, “How the sights and sounds come back to 

me / Like my Dad-dy hang-in’ from a tree.” After this phrase, the interlocutor interjects, “Here 

now, wait a minute—” but the boys continue, “Or the fire that made those cross-es burn,” and the 

interlocutor protests, “I don’t remember that part of the song.” The boys ignore the interlocutor 

and proceed, “Don’t you wish that we could just re-turn? / To those lan-guid and list-less and in-

do-lent, Lov-a-ble southern days.” Lyrics referring to the Ku Klux Klan ritual murders challenge 

the validity of the lyrics in the previous sections that portray the nostalgic days of mammy in the 

kitchen cooking soul food. The lyrics referencing KKK ritual murders shatter any impression of 

a pleasant South. Despite the provocative lyrics, the music remains sentimental, creating 

subversive irony.  

196 AAVE is a type of American language spoken in some, but not all African American communities. It has also 
been called African American English, Black American English, African American Language, and several other 
terms. Consult John R. Rickford’s African American Vernacular English for more on AAVE. 
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Listeners might expect the music to reflect the grim topic of KKK lynchings, but this is 

not the case. The music highlights the text in a series of four two-measure phrases that move 

from the tonic to the dominant before resolving to the tonic, as seen in example 2.7: 

Example 2.7. “Southern Days,” mm. 51-55 in section 3, F major. Textual/musical irony.197 

The 

incessant tonic and dominant phrases with no harmonic variety in conjunction with the 

provocative lyrics heighten the drama because with each tonic and dominant phrase, the boys 

reveal new information about plantation life. As the audience realizes this pattern, they anticipate 

what the boys will say next. All the while, the nostalgic sentiment of the music remains: there are 

still Scotch snaps, moments of hesitation, banjo strums, and vocalizations on “Ooh” and the 

onomatopoeic vocalizations of the banjo (mm. 52-57). The Scottsboro Boys conclude the song 

with “Ooh” vocalizations set as a descant. Audiences today know that that plantation life for 

African American slaves in the nineteenth century was not “languid,” “limpid,” “listless,” and 

“indolent” as the lyrics indicate. After the boys reveal the truth, but follow with a contradictory 

197 John Kander and Fred Ebb, “Southern Days,” 5-6. 
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sentiment, the audience cannot help but question the sincerity of the nostalgic atmosphere 

suggested by the musical devices. Krasner explains that African Americans in theater juxtaposed 

provocative text with lively music as a way to Signify.198 The music remains consistent 

throughout “Southern Days” instead of being altered to reflect the references to the KKK, thus 

enabling the boys to make their statements and Signify. The interlocutor catches on to their 

defiance, but they return to the customary lyrics, which, however, have been destabilized. 

The Nostalgic Object 

“Southern Days” exemplifies the bittersweet aspect of nostalgia. For the interlocutor, the 

song he once heard many times triggers his memory of a romanticized version of the South from 

which he is now removed. The distance is at once comforting and painful, for the object is no 

longer attainable. Key claims that the South served as a “nostalgic object” for upper middle-class 

Northerners, who were the audience members of minstrel shows; she explains, “Foster’s vehicle 

for stylistically conflating the minstrel parlor song was the adoption of the Old South as a 

nostalgic object. The largely unindustrialized South offered a perfect vehicle for a domestic 

pastoralism combining a soft, nonthreatening landscape with the beneficent power emanating 

from a domestic realm governed by the plantation mistress and paternalistic master.”199  In 

Foster’s “Old Folks at Home,” the protagonist, a former slave, perceives the South as a 

“nostalgic object,” in Key’s terms, singing, “When will I hear de banjo strumming, / Down in my 

good old home?”200 Kander and Ebb draw on the topoi found in plantation melody lyrics by 

foregrounding the mythologized South with “Mammy” cooking Southern comfort food and the 

sounds of the banjo. The Scottsboro Boys destabilize these topoi by referring to KKK lynchings. 

At this moment, Kander and Ebb juxtapose text and music to create a parody of “Old Folks at 

198 Krasner, 36. 
199 Key, 155. 
200 Foster, “Old Folks at Home,” in The Stephen Foster Songbook, 103 
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Home” through Signification. In so doing, Kander and Ebb reverse the image of the romanticized 

South. 

To represent the darker side of nostalgia, Kander combines characteristics of the 

plantation song with harmonic features reminiscent of the blues genre. For instance, several 

cadences are approached by a descending melodic line with a I-ii-III-vi-II-V-I turnaround that is 

typical of the blues (mm. 48-51, see example 2.8).  

Example 2.8. “Southern Days,” mm. 48-51 in section 3, F major. Blues turnaround at cadence.201 

 

By referencing the blues in cadential passages, Kander brings themes associated with that genre 

to mind. Like Foster’s plantation songs, the blues are fundamentally nostalgic. Musicologist 

Richard Middleton describes the blues as “metonym for a broader loss,” or “‘a state of being as 

well as a way of suffering,’ in the words of Alan Lomax, who acutely links this to both alienation 

and racial terror in the Deep South in the early twentieth century and, more broadly, to the 

201 John Kander and Fred Ebb, “Southern Days,” 5. 
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rootlessness of modern life.”202 Like the nostalgia of plantation melodies, the blues imply the 

instability of present circumstances through reminiscence, yet links this, as Alan Lomax suggests 

in the previous quote, to memories of hardship. In his discussion on blues and nostalgia, 

Middleton explains that even the most “celebratory” topics in the blues “take on a quality of 

fragility… experienced against a background of historical flux and racio-sexual neurosis.”203 

Although Kander uses musical devices to suggest nostalgia from the viewpoint of the 

interlocutor, he includes blues devices in “Southern Days” that point to the darker side of the 

nostalgia, to the existence of oppression and inter-racial exchange and struggle.  

Dialogism 

 As discussed above, Foster changed the style of his minstrel song compositions in 1851. 

Letters reveal that he was ashamed of his early minstrel songs and told Edwin Pearce Christy of 

the Christy minstrel troupe to remove his name as the author of the songs for publication, due to 

his “prejudice” against his own songs.204 Soon after his letter to Christy, Foster believed that he 

had elevated the quality of the genre with his plantation melodies; subsequently, he asked 

Christy to return his name to the publication of “Old Folks at Home,” which Christy denied.205 

Indeed, W.E.B. Du Bois even found merit in Foster’s “Swanee River” and “Old Black Joe,” 

because Foster “incorporated whole phrases of Negro melody” distinct from the “debasements” 

and “imitations” of black culture found in the minstrel show.206 Du Bois’s high regard for “Old 

Folks at Home” is nonetheless contradictory, since Du Bois argues in his discussion of spirituals 

that the nostalgic depictions of the South as a whole do not ring true: 

202 Richard Middleton, “O Brother, Let’s Go Down Home: Loss Nostalgia and the Blues,” Popular Music 26, 1 
(January 2006): 57-58. 
203 Ibid., 58. 
204 Shaftel, 25. 
205 Ibid. 
206 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Illustrated Souls of Black Folks, ed. and annotated by Eugene F. Provenzo Jr. (Boulder, 
CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2005), 315. 
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…I know that these songs are the articulate message of the slave to the world. They tell 
us in these eager days that life was joyous to the black slave, careless and happy. I can 
easily believe this of some, of many. But not all the past South, though it rose from the 
dead, can gainsay the heart-touching witness of these songs. They are the music of 
unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and 
unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways.207 

 
According to Du Bois, spirituals tell of “death and suffering,” expression reflected in “Southern 

Days.” Although Du Bois recognizes in his essay on “The Sorrow Songs” that “Old Folks at 

Home” and “Old Black Joe” are distinctly better than the rest of minstrel songs, his ambivalence 

demonstrates the strides Foster made in his later plantation melodies, especially in the political 

context of the 1850s. While Foster’s revision was exceptional for his time, it is outdated in the 

sociopolitical climate of the twenty-first century. His plantation melodies serve as a point of 

departure for Kander and Ebb to revise further. 

Gates writes that “shared modes of figuration result only when writers read each other’s 

texts and seize upon topoi and tropes to revise in their own texts.”208 Based on the similarities in 

the lyrics and musical devices in Foster’s plantation melodies and in Kander and Ebb’s 

“Southern Days,” it appears that they are familiar with those plantation melodies. Kander and 

Ebb scrutinize Foster’s romanticized depiction of the South by Signifyin(g) on Foster. Foster’s 

song portrays a listless former slave wandering with no place to go, torn between a “dreary” 

present and an unattainable, desirable past. Through revision, reversal, and Signifyin(g) parody, 

Kander and Ebb achieve an active, intertextual dialogue with “My Old Kentucky Home.” In the 

words of Bakhtin:  

At any given moment of its historical existence, language is heteroglot from top to 
bottom: it represents the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between the 
present and the past, between differing epochs of the past, between different socio-
ideological groups in the present, between tendencies, schools, circles, and so forth, all 

207 Ibid., 313-314. 
208 Gates, 128. 
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given a bodily form. These 'languages' of heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of 
ways, forming new typifying 'languages.'209 

 
Kander and Ebb’s version of the plantation melody highlights the contradiction between the 

nostalgic impressions of the South and the truth. They thus create a new discourse specifically 

about Foster’s plantation melodies, which are less often an object of criticism than the early 

minstrel songs. I argued above that although a clear explanation of how non-African Americans 

Signify remains elusive, examples show that it is achieved through the language and figures of 

speech unique to a particular community. As discussed in chapter one, Scalapino Signified on 

Stein through the language she and Stein both knew, that of erotic poetry; for Tomlinson, the 

language is that of musicology and academia. Kander and Ebb similarly revise the topoi of 

Foster’s “Old Folks at Home” through the textual and musical figures shared between them and 

Foster; these are the caricatures of stereotypes of minstrelsy and the Jim Crow laws of its time. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

209 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, 291. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

CONLUSIONS 
  
 I have located moments throughout the musical in which the Scottsboro Boys acting in 

the roles of minstrels use traditional African American modes of discourse to criticize the 

Scottsboro Boys trials. Kander and Ebb have written a parody of minstrelsy caricatures and the 

stereotypes perpetuated through these caricatures; the musical is also a satire of Jim Crow and 

racism. More specifically, the Scottsboro Boys employ the African American rhetorical tradition 

of “marking” to parody and criticize the truth of Price’s and Bates’s characters. The boys 

marking on Price and Bates offer a scathing critique not only of them, but also of earlier ideals of 

Southern white women. The boys also Signify in “Southern Day’s” through repetition, 

indirection, and reversal. Parody and Signifyin(g) both include repetition, indirection, and 

reversal, but the Scottsboro Boys employ Signifyin(g) parody unique to African American 

rhetorical traditions. 

 Gates and Floyd remark that Signifyin(g) can be employed by whites, but they do not 

provide any information beyond this. As we have seen in the review of literature, white 

academics have applied Signifyin(g) to feminist literature studies, musicology, and pedagogy. 

Kander, Ebb, and the creative team offer an additional example of how to employ Signification 

in the dialogue, lyrics, and music. Gates uses Signifyin(g) as a  kind of metaphor for textual 

revision and intertextuality in African American literature. In this light, Kander and Ebb both 

criticize and pay homage to Stephen Foster in “Southern Days” through Signification. Kander 

and Ebb offer a textual revision of Foster’s plantation nostalgia and sentimentality, which, 

granted, was at a deeper level also a response to the growing ambivalence toward slavery and 

subconscious anxieties of Northerners caused by changing socioeconomic conditions. On the one 
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hand, Kander and Ebb hold Foster to task for the thematic content of his plantation melodies; for 

example, Foster’s depiction of mythologized plantation life. On the other hand, Kander and Ebb 

acknowledge the charming style of Foster’s music by using similar composition devices. Kander 

offers a more complex, rich harmonic landscape than that found in Foster’s plantation melodies, 

and cultivates Foster’s use of choir and homophony to create a spiritual, hymn-like effect.  

 Bakhtin maintained that texts are living documents, capable of interacting with texts past 

or future. Gates theorizes that this kind of textual interaction and revision in African American 

literature serves as a kind of Signifyin(g) revision through repetition and reversal that both 

critique and continue dialogues. For Signifyin(g) to be understood, it depends on cultural 

knowledge shared by the person Signifyin(g) and the person Signified upon. In the context of 

musical theater, Kander and Ebb Signify on plantation melodies and minstrelsy through the 

shared thematic and stylistic idioms of Foster’s plantation melodies. Kander and Ebb’s criticism 

of minstrelsy conventions and stereotypes, however, does not devalue minstrelsy as a whole. 

Minstrelsy was the first genuinely American art form that paved the way for subsequent variety 

shows, vaudeville, and entertainment. Kander, Ebb, and Thompson acknowledge the wildly 

entertaining conventions of minstrelsy such as simple, catchy tunes and rhythms, quick wit and 

humor, intriguing costumes, and so forth. 

 To my knowledge, this is the first academic study of The Scottsboro Boys.  I primarily 

focused on the musical/textual relationships and how they reinforce each other during 

Signifyin(g) events. There is ample room to explore whether the modes of musical Signifyin(g), 

as described in Floyd’s study of jazz and blues, can be found within the songs I discussed and 

others. As I noted earlier, Signifyin(g) responses include riffing, polyrhythms, pendular thirds, 

and call and response, to name a few. Thompson’s book also provides an avenue of exploration 
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in theatre studies, for it includes Signifyin(g) in the dialogue between song numbers. Along other 

lines, scholars and critics of Kander and Ebb have noted Brechtian influences in their works, 

which could create an interesting musicological inquiry into the Verfremdungeffekt in relation to 

music. The Scottsboro Boys traverses boundaries and is worthy of study by scholars of numerous 

disciplines. Like playwrights and songwriters who have dramatized the story of the Scottsboro 

Boys in the past, Kander and Ebb have made it new again, so that the story and lessons learned 

from it will not be forgotten. 
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APPENDIX A 

“ALABAMA LADIES” LYRICS BY JOHN KANDER AND FRED EBB 

Lyrics reproduced with permission from Kander & Ebb, Inc.
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VICTORIA (CHARLIE) 
Follow me. Do exactly as I do. 
And don’t fuck up. 
WE’RE ONLY TWO 
 
RUBY (OZIE) 
TWO 
 
VICTORIA 
TRUE 
 
RUBY 
TWO 
 
BOTH 
ALABAMA LADIES 
LOYAL DAUGHTERS 
OF THE SOLID SOUTH 
 
VICTORIA 
AS YOU CAN SEE 
 
RUBY 
SEE 
 
VICTORIA 
WHEN 
 
RUBY 
WHEN 
 
BOTH 
YOU SET YOUR GAZE UPON US 
 
VICTORIA 
EVEN BUTTER 
 
RUBY 
EVEN BUTTER 
BOTH 
WOULDN’T MELT IN OUR MOUTH 
 
VICTORIA 
BUT THEN A NEGRO 
THREW HIMSELF UPON ME 

I CAN STILL SMELL HIS HOT BLACK 
BREATH 
 
RUBY 
ANOTHER NEGRO 
GRABBED ME BY THE BOOBIES 
OH IT SCARED ME HALF TO DEATH 
 
VICTORIA 
ANOTHER NEGRO 
OPENED UP HIS TROUSERS 
AND I STRUGGLED 
LIKE AN ALLEY CAT 
AND THEN HE RAPED ME 
 
RUBY 
AN ALABAMA LADY 
DOESN’T TOLERATE 
A THING LIKE THAT 
 
VICTORIA 
ANOTHER 
 
BOTH 
NEGRO 
 
VICTORIA 
SLAPPED ME ON THE KEISTER 
AND HE THREW ME 
TO THE BOX CAR FLOOR 
 
RUBY 
THE OTHER 
 
BOTH 
NEGROES 
 
RUBY 
TOOK THEIR TURNS UPON ME 
AND MY PRIVATES 
WHICH WERE PRIVATE 
WEREN’T PRIVATE 
ANY MORE 
 
VICTORIA 
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LA LA LA LA 
 
RUBY 
LA 
 
VICTORIA 
LA 
RUBY 
LA 
 
BOTH 
LA LA LA LA LA LA 
LA LA LA LA LA LA LA LA 
 
VICTORIA 
LA LA LA LA 
 
RUBY 
LA 
 
VICTORIA 
LA 
RUBY 
LA 
 
BOTH 
LA LA LA LA LA LA 
LA LA LA LA 
 
RUBY 
LA LA LA LA 
 
BOTH 
LA LA LA LA LA LA 
 
OH IT’S APPALLIN’ 
AND REALLY GALLIN’ 
WHEN YOUR DEFLOWERER 
IS SOMEONE WHO’S BLACK 
THEY REALLY HURT YOU  
THEY TOOK YOUR VIRTUE 
AND WHEN IT’S TAKEN 
 
RUBY 
WHEN IT’S TAKEN? 
 

BOTH 
THERE’S NO TAKIN’ IT BACK 
 
“Reprise” of “Alabama Ladies” 
 
VICTORIA (CHARLIE) 
You wanna know why you ain’t dead. I’ll 
tell you why you ain’t dead. Every time a 
jury says “guilty” the Commies and the 
Jungle Jews get themselves another trial. 
And that means every time they haul your 
black asses back into that courtroom, I gotta 
haul mine in there too. And I’m getting sick 
of it. Enough! I am a white lady and I 
deserve to be treated such! 
 
THERE’S ONLY ONE TRUE ALABAMA 
LADY LOYAL DAUGHTER OF THE 
SOLID SOUTH… 
Not like that Ruby! Oh no! That turncoat. 
She’s making money touring the country 
with the Communists and those goddamn 
mammies wearing hats! Going places I 
never heard of. And me? Six years! Six 
years I’m stuck in this hellhole of a town 
delivering the same testimony trial after trial 
after trial after trial… 
BUT THEN A NEGRO THREW HIMSELF 
UPON ME I CAN STILL SMELL HIS 
HOT BLACK BREATH… 
But the Commies and the jungle Jews are 
chasing bigger stories now, aren’t they. Let 
me let you in on a little lesson I learned 
behind the mill when I was thirteen. They 
love you when you got something to give 
but once they finish getting whatever it is 
you’re giving they’re gone and you’re 
forgotten… 
THEY REALLY HURT YOU 
THEY TAKE YOUR VIRTUE 
AND WHEN IT’S TAKEN 
… they win. You lose. So long, suckers.

81 



APPENDIX B 

“SOUTHERN DAYS” LYRICS BY JOHN KANDER AND FRED EBB 

Lyrics reproduced with permission from Kander & Ebb, Inc. 
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INTERLOCUTOR 
Now while you boys are waiting for the 
verdict, sing that song ‘bout home we love 
so much! Go on! Sing it! 
 
ALL 
DON’T YOU MISS 
THE SIGHT OF THE WILLOWS 
DRIPPIN’ 
ON A BALMY SOUTHERN DAY? 
DON’T YOU MISS THE TAST OF JULEP 
SIPPIN’ 
AS YOU WHILE THAT DAY AWAY? 
 
AND IN THE KITCHEN MAMMY’S 
PULLIN’ PORK, 
BAKIN’ RIBS, SHUCKIN’ CORN 
TELL THE TRUTH NOW 
DON’T YOU BLESS THE ALABAMA 
MORNIN’ 
YOU WERE BORN? 
 
DON’T YOU MISS THE SOUND OF 
BANJOS STRUMMIN’ 
WHEN THE MOON IS SHININ’ 
BRIGHT? 
DON’T YOU MISS 
THE SOUND OF DARKIES HUMMIN’ 
ON A TRANQUIL SUMMER NIGHT? 
 
OH, IT’S FUN TO JUST REMEMBER 
WHEN 
AND LONG TO HURRY BACK AGAIN 
TO THOSE LAZY, LAMENTED 
AND SWEET LACKADAISICAL 
LOVABLE SOUTHERN DAYS 
 
INTERLOCUTOR 
Oh how I used to love that song, 
I remember sitting on the porch, hearing it at 
twilight, rising up from the cotton fields. 
You boys sing it so beautifully, just the way 
I like it. 
It wouldn’t hurt if you smiled a bit. 
 
 

ALL 
AND IN THE KITCHEN MAMMY’S 
PULLIN’ PORK 
COOKIN’ GRITS, SCRUBBIN’ HAM 
TELL THE TRUTH NOW 
DON’T YOU MISS 
THOSE HONEYSUCKLE DAYS IN 
ALABAM? 
HOW THE SIGHTS AND SOUNDS 
COME BACK TO ME! 
LIKE MY DADDY HANGIN’ FROM A 
TREE 
 
INTERLOCUTOR 
Here now, wait a minute— 
 
ALL 
OR THE FIRE THAT MADE  
THOSE CROSSES BURN 
INTERLOCUTOR 
I don’t remember that part of the song. 
 
ALL 
DON’T YOU WISH 
THAT WE COULD JUST RETURN 
TO THOSE LANGUID AND LIMPID 
AND LISTLESS AND INDOLENT 
LOVABLE SOUTHERN DAYS. 
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