
Class 3:  Show Boat (1927) 
OLLI at Duke • Spring Term 2025 • Alan Teasley, Instructor

Jerome Kern and Jule Styne  
on Stage and Screen

Today’s Opening Number

[4:01]

https://youtu.be/c83IYf424ak?si=8Tb-t8ku39tYhFJI


Questions & Comments from Class 2 
Martha Dimes recommended Thomas Hampson’s recording of 
“All the Things You Are.” I have added it to the YouTube playlist 
of covers of this song. Link is on the Class 2 webpage.

Today’s Focus
You will know: 

The creative team, libretto and score of Show Boat, Jerome 
Kern’s 1927 masterpiece 
Differences between Edna Ferber’s novel and this musical 
adaptation  

You will understand and appreciate: 
How Show Boat integrated libretto, music, lyrics, direction 
and scenic design in service of its plot, character development 
and themes 
How Kern’s score combined elements of so many musical 
styles: European operetta, American vaudeville, and African-
American genres (such as spirituals, ragtime, cakewalks) 
Why Show Boat’s innovations did not immediately influence 
subsequent Broadway shows of the 1930s 

You will enjoy . . .  
Great songs in their original dramatic context



Jerome Kern (1885-1945)

 CAREER IN THE 1920s & 1930s: 
• Wrote several “star vehicles”— Sally (1920) 

and Sunny (1925) for Marilyn Miller; Sweet 
Adeline (1929) for Helen Morgan. 

• Wrote his greatest work Show Boat in 1927 
• Later wrote Following the 1929 Stock Market 

Crash, there were fewer shows on Broadway 
in the 1930s. 

• Still, Kern’s The Cat and the Fiddle, 
Music in the Air, and Roberta (1931-33) 
were all well received. 

• Very Warm for May (1939) was not a 
success, and Kern departed for Hollywood.1934

Oscar Hammerstein II (1895-1960)

 KERN & HAMMERSTEIN:  
• Hammerstein wrote five musicals with Jerome 

Kern between 1925 and 1939: 
• Sunny (1925, with Otto Harbach) 
• Show Boat (1927) 
• Sweet Adeline (1929) 
• Music in the Air (1932) 
• Very Warm for May (1939) 

• In 1943 he wrote Oklahoma! with Richard 
Rodgers, embarking on a legendary partnership 
during which he would refine his notion of the 
“musical play” in which music, lyrics, libretto, 
choreography, and scenic design were 
“integrated” in the service of stories with 
complex characters and serious themes.

1929



“Show Boat”

Broadway: The American 
Musical (PBS, 2004) 

from Episode 1:  
“Give My Regards to Broadway 

(1893-1927)” 

[9:42]

Tess Gardella (1894-1950)

CAREER: 
• Italian-American stage and screen 

performer 
• Began her New York career singing in 

dance halls and nightclubs, later moving 
into vaudeville 

• Known for appearing in blackface as 
Aunt Jemima 

• First Broadway show was George 
White’s Scandals of 1921 

• Best known for originating the role of 
Queenie in the original production of 
Show Boat—the only actor to appear 
in blackface 

• Played the entire run of 18 months
1927

https://youtu.be/PnmKixojKgs?si=B-GpXvxD_V4-6oPi&t=18


Show Boat (1927)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM: 
• Producer: Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr.  
• Music:  Jerome Kern 
• Lyrics: Oscar Hammerstein II 
• Book by Oscar Hammerstein II, based on the 

novel by Edna Ferber 
• Directed by: Zeke Colvan & Oscar Hammerstein  
• Choreography: Sammy Lee 
• Orchestrations: Robert Russell Bennett 
• Musical Director: Charlie Alterman 
• Actors: Norma Terris, Howard Marsh, Charles 

Winninger, Edna May Oliver, Helen Morgan, 
Charles Ellis, Jules Bledsoe, Tess Gardella 

LENGTH OF RUN: 572 Performances

Edna Ferber (1885-1968)

CAREER: 
• American novelist and playwright 
• Born in Michigan to a Hungarian-Jewish 

father and his Wisconsin-born wife 
• Novels include: 

• So Big (1924, Pulitzer Prize) 
• Show Boat (1926) 
• Cimarron (1930) 
• Giant (1952) 
• Ice Palace (1958) 

• Plays (with George S. Kaufman) include: 
• The Royal Family (1927) 
• Dinner at Eight (1932) 
• Stage Door (1936) 

• Member of the Algonquin Round Table 

1928



Ferber’s Novel Is the Story of 3 Women

Magnolia Hawks, her mother Parthenia (“Parthy”) Hawks,  
& her daughter Kim Ravenal

Kern & Hammerstein’s Changes

THE NOVEL: 
• Begins with the birth of Magnolia’s 

daughter Kim during a storm on the 
Mississippi 

• Rewinds to Magnolia’s childhood and 
Cap’n Andy’s purchase of the Cotton 
Blossom 

• Tells the rest of the story chronologically 
• Cap’n Andy dies soon after Kim’s birth; 

Parthy takes over running the Show Boat 
THE STAGE ADAPTATION: 
• Is more focused, less rambling 
• Doesn’t kill off any sympathetic 

characters—gives everyone a happy 
ending (except Julie . . .)

1928



Show Boat: A Comprehensive Recording 

London Sinfonietta • Conducted by John McGlinn • 1988 • 3 CDs 
Cast: Frederica von Stade, Jerry Hadley, Teresa Stratas, Bruce Hubbard, Karla Burns

ACT 1: 
• “Cotton Blossom” 
• “Cap’n Andy’s Ballyhoo” 
• “Where’s the Mate for Me?” 
• “Make Believe” 
• “Ol’ Man River” 
• “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man” 
• “Life on the Wicked Stage” 
• “Till Good Luck Comes My Way” 
• “Mis’ry’s Comin’ Aroun’” 
• “I Would Like to Play a Lover’s Part” 
• “I Might Fall Back on You” 
• “Queenie’s Ballyhoo” 
• “You Are Love”

ACT 2: 
• “At the Fair” 
• “Why Do I Love You?” 
• “In Dahomey” 
• “Bill”* 
• “Trocadero Opening Chorus” 
• “Goodbye, My Lady Love” (by Joseph E. 

Howard) 
• “After the Ball” (by Charles K. Harris) 
• “Hey, Feller” 
• “It’s Getting Hotter in the North”

Show Boat (1927): Songs

*Lyrics by P. G. Wodehouse (1918),  
revised by Oscar Hammerstein II



Jerome Kern, Paul Robeson, Oscar Hammerstein II (1930)

Kern & Hammerstein wrote the Part of Joe 
with Paul Robeson’s voice in mind

Scenes from Show Boat

1989 Paper Mill Playhouse Production 
PBS • Great Performances  

Universal’s 1936 Film  
Directed by James Whale 



Show Boat: Opening Scene

1989 Paper Mill Playhouse Production 
PBS • Great Performances • [9:28]  

Show Boat: “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man”

Paul Robeson, Irene Dunne, Hattie McDaniel, Helen Morgan 
1936 Film • [3:53]

https://youtu.be/MQdBkbp9RGY?si=9w2NgvYCeIIIjpvs&t=200
https://youtu.be/8cZmvLixcTA?si=t8IaHiocn0_cYI6T


Show Boat: “Mis’ry’s Comin’ Aroun’”

Teresa Stratas & Chorus • [1:33]

Show Boat: Act I, Scene 4

Julie and Steve are found out 
Paper Mill Playhouse • 1989 • [5:47]



Duets for Magnolia & Ravenal  
• “Make Believe” 
• “You Are Love” 
• “Why Do I Love You? 

Song Written for the 1946 Revival 
• “Nobody Else But Me” 

Additional Songs from Show Boat

Preview of Class 4:

Kern: Movie Scores & Songs (1929-1946)

Links to lyrics and playlists will be on the course website by Sunday evening.

https://www.musicals-101.com

