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ABSTRACT 

 This project, a graduate research thesis, means to unearth Charles T. Dazey’s most 

famous work, In Old Kentucky. This thesis examines the facets of In Old Kentucky which made it 

a perennial favorite across the entirety of the United States for more than thirty years from 1892, 

well into the twentieth century. This thesis shines a light on the life and work of Charles T. 

Dazey, discusses melodrama as it existed before In Old Kentucky, and evaluates In Old Kentucky 

as dramatic literature. Through an examination of In Old Kentucky and its history one can 

understand the theatrical trends, audience preferences, and cultural ideals of the time period.  

  



 

iv

APPROVAL PAGE 
 
 

The faculty listed below, appointed by the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences have 

examined a thesis titled “In Old Kentucky: A Study of American Melodrama,” presented by 

Dakotta L. Hagar, candidate for the Master of Arts Degree, and certify that in their opinion it is 

worthy of acceptance.  

 

Supervisory Committee 

Felicia Londré. Ph.D. Committee Chair 
Curators’ Distinguished Professor Emerita of Theatre, Department of Theatre 

University of Missouri-Kansas City 
 

Sarah Oliver. M.F.A. 
Assistant Teaching Professor of Costume Technology, Department of Theatre 

University of Missouri-Kansas City 
 
 

Sadie DeSantis. M.F.A. 
Assistant Teaching Professor of Stage Management, Department of Theatre  

University of Missouri-Kansas City 
 
  



 

v

CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................. iii 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ................................................................................................... vi 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .................................................................................................... vii 

PREFACE ................................................................................................................................. 1 

CHAPTER 1: CHARLES T. DAZEY ...................................................................................... 2 

CHAPTER 2: MELODRAMA ............................................................................................... 12 

CHAPTER 3: IN OLD KENTUCKY ....................................................................................... 24  

1. SUMMARY ........................................................................................................................ 24 

2. CINDERELLA STORY ..................................................................................................... 31 

3. MADGE BRIERLY ............................................................................................................ 37 

4. THE ASHLAND OAKS ..................................................................................................... 43 

5. MUSIC OF IN OLD KENTUCKY ...................................................................................... 51 

EPILOGUE ............................................................................................................................. 60 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................... 61 

VITA ....................................................................................................................................... 69 

 

 



 

vi

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

1. Portrait of Charles T. Dazey; Dec. 23, 1893. Courtesy of The New York Public Library’s Billy 

Rose Theatre Collection ............................................................................................................ 3 

2. Correspondence between Charles T. Dazey and Laura Burt; Sept. 5 1933. Courtesy of The 

New York Public Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection .................................................... 10 

3.  Baldwin Park, Quincy, Ill. 1905. Courtesy of The Quincy Historic Photo Collection ...... 11 

4. (far left) Illustration; The Republic [St. Louis, MO]. Courtesy of The New York Public 

Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection ................................................................................. 43 

5. (left center) Illustration; “’In Old Kentucky’ Again.” Kansas City Star, 1896 .................. 43 

6. (right center) Illustration; “Theatre Bills for Next Week.” Kansas City Star. 1894 ........... 43 

7. (far right) Portrait of Lizzie Evans as the jockey courtesy of The New York Public Library’s 

Billy Rose Theatre Collection ................................................................................................. 41 

8. Pickaninny Band before In Old Kentucky, on the street, and on stage; “’In Old Kentucky’ at 

the Park.” The Freeman [Indianapolis, IN], 1910 .................................................................. 54 

9. Charles T. Dazey’s gravesite; photo by Dakotta L. Hagar ................................................. 60 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

vii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 Those people who have helped me to make this thesis and my academic journey a reality 

deserve more than a line in my acknowledgements. However, there are a few who most certainly 

need to be mentioned here for their immense aid. Of course, I owe so much to my mother, 

Juliana. She urged me to take my first theatrical role and there was no stopping me after that. She 

has continued to support every avenue I have pursued. I would also like to extend a thank you to 

Sarah Jean Hayes-Hohne, Mary Allison Joseph, and Gabriel Livingston. As my friends and 

graduate school cohort their support and solidarity has proven most vital in my thesis adventure. 

I am eternally thankful for their words of encouragement, study dates, and love. I would also like 

to thank Colin Fowler for the support and positive energy he has poured into me during the 

entirety of my research and writing process. And to the rest of my family and friends who dealt 

with more than their fair share of thesis related conversations that none of them asked for, I thank 

you as well.  

 Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Felicia Londré. Since the moment I met her, I 

recognized the passion with which she pursues theatre and also learning in the broadest sense. 

Her meetings, supportive talks, expertise, and attention to detail has been most helpful 

throughout my entire graduate career and has shaped me into a much better scholar. She may be 

unaware of it, but she is a constant source of inspiration toward my pursuit of knowledge. She 

has implanted in me a desire to share knowledge with others and make my own meaningful 

contributions to the study of theatre history. I am inexplicably thankful for her guidance.  

 

 

 

 



 

1

PREFACE 

The notion that theatre history in America begins with the likes of Eugene O’Neill in the 

twentieth century is simply not true. While the lasting merit of plays written during the first 125 

years of American history is up for some debate, whether or not their preservation is worthwhile 

is not. Understanding the aesthetic, emotional, and dramatic appeal of these early American 

plays is crucial to an understanding of theatrical development in general. The plays of this time 

period reflect a cultural consciousness.  

 Studying these nineteenth-century plays, like Charles T. Dazey’s In Old Kentucky, allows 

us to understand society and its ever-changing ideals on a deeper level. What were their likes and 

dislikes? What characters did they enjoy seeing on stage? Was the stage a reflection of real life 

or a removal from it? How did advancing technology play a role in theatrical mechanics? What 

social issues were on the minds of artists and audiences alike? The questions we can begin to 

answer by delving into our theatrical past are endless. What might surprise one taking a journey 

into the past may just be how much has changed, but also just how much has not.  

 Let the past inform the present. Let it strengthen your resolve for social change. Let it fill 

you with reverence for the human capacity for artistic development. It is a travesty when we 

erase whole periods of history because they have not been deemed worthy of study by scholars 

based on an arbitrary litmus test for artistic merit. Therefore, remove those notions and continue 

forward with a historian’s eye for uncovering bits of the past for generations to come.  
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CHAPTER 1: CHARLES T. DAZEY 

Charles T. Dazey’s popularity as a playwright came from his firm grasp on what 

sentimental turn-of-the-century audiences enjoyed. Part of this sentimentality came from the 

allure of rural America. As early as the 1880s, audiences wanted to be beckoned back to a 

simpler, more rural time. Dazey had firsthand experience with the rural landscape and its 

inhabitants. He owed much of his success to experiences from his early life when he was 

growing up on the edge of the United States. He grew up in what is now the middle of the map, 

but was then the frontier, the edge of civilization.  

Charles T. Dazey’s lineage traces back to Bourbon County, Kentucky, during the earliest 

years of the nineteenth century. His relation to the state would prove to be influential in his 

career. However, Charles’s grandfather Ishmael Dazey moved the family from Kentucky in 

1828. They would settle, further west this time, in western Illinois. At this point in American 

history the Mississippi served as a makeshift western boundary of the United States and the 

Dazey family had settled just about as close to the Mississippi River as possible without falling 

in. Ishmael Dazey had been a farmer in Kentucky and continued farming in Illinois. The Dazey 

farm was rather large and located just to the southeast of present-day Lima, Illinois, which would 

be platted and established five years after the Dazey family’s arrival. Ishmael Dazey moved with 

his wife and children, amongst them Mitchell Dazey, Charles’s father.  
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Figure 1. Portrait of Charles T. Dazey; Dec. 23, 1893. Courtesy of The New York Public 

Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection 

Charles was the first generation of Dazeys born in Illinois. He was born in 1855 to 

Mitchell Dazey and wife Albina (Conover) Dazey. The Dazeys grew rather wealthy by operating 

a successful steam flour mill in Lima, one of the first in the entire state of Illinois. Charles 

attended school in the district of the county in nearby Quincy, Illinois, before leaving Illinois for 

college. He first attended college in ancestral Kentucky at Lexington. He then attended one year 

at the Agricultural and Mechanical College of Kentucky, which would eventually become the 

present-day University of Kentucky. He left agricultural college to attend Harvard University, 

which was more suited to his interests in writing. While at Harvard, Dazey was the editor of the 

Harvard Advocate as well as his class’s poet. Here is an excerpt from his poem to the Harvard 

Class of 1881, given during the commencement ceremony. 

Where Colorado’s mighty hills 
Uplift their crests of snow,  
There leap to life a thousand rills 
Whose springs lie far below.  
Through golden sands the bright drops creep,  
Through mossy caverns dark and deep, 
Till in many a fairy fountain cup  
Their crystal coolness is gathered up.  
 



 

4

At last they have gained their one desire, 
They have gazed on the sky and its central fire; 
But they cannot linger, they cannot stay,  
They must see the world, so ho! and away! 
In many an elfin curve and spire,  
Babbling and chattering, on they go; 
In lakes, in rivers, in bays, they flow,  
But they never rest and they ever tire 
Till they reach their father, the world-wide sea,  
And are lost in the waters’ eternity.  
 
But not together has been their course,  
Though they drew their life from the self-same source,  
Though side by side they struggled up,  
Till, in natal fount and in fair cup,  
They basked at last in the sungod’s blaze,  
And had reached the parting of the ways.  
For some to the near Pacific rush 
By the Golden Gate of a mighty land,  
And some through forests and prairies lush 
Wind slowly onward till, warm and bland,  
The wind comes up from a southern strand,  
And they join the mighty and measured flow 
Of the sea-like Gulf of Mexico. 
 
Classmates, upon this day of days,  
Your needs must read my meaning clear, --- 
Upon the parting of the ways 
We stand, --- that parting, oh, how near! 
We stand in the sunlight strong and gay,  
We must see the world, so ho! And away! 
Westward and southward and northward we go,  
But, wherever the streams of our lives may flow,  
Till they reach the sea of eternity,  
There will linger a trace of the purity  
Of our fount of learning and amity,  
Of Harvard, Fair Harvard, whom never a son 
Shall hold higher in honor than shall Eighty-one. (Harvard University 25-26.) 
 

His poetry clearly displays an affinity for writing. More specifically, Dazey spent his years at 

Harvard chiefly studying drama. During his time at Harvard he had even written a two act 

comedietta entitled Rustication. 
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Dazey graduated from Harvard with a B.A. in 1881 and was ushered toward a law 

degree, which was common practice for a man of letters at that time and supported by his father. 

He studied law at Columbia University for a short time, but left, citing poor health (Portrait and 

Biographical Record of Adams County, 396). To the dismay of his father, he had not completely 

left playwrighting behind after graduating from Harvard and it was during this time that he 

garnered, at best, moderate success as a playwright. He wrote his first serious play, The 

American King (1882), for James O’Neill, father of famed playwright Eugene O’Neill. 

Interestingly enough, the show was booked for a New York engagement that never came to be 

due to O’Neill’s involvement with the 1883 revival of an English translation of The Count of 

Monte Cristo which made him a star. Along with The American King, Dazey had written 

numerous pieces during the 1880s for young Katie Putnam (1854-1924). These included 

lighthearted pieces that became quite successful for the actress including Erma, the Elf and Love 

Finds a Way.  

After making enough money in playwriting endeavors during the 1880s, he was able to 

marry actress Lucy Harding who was also from Adams County, Illinois, on July 12, 1887 

(“Marriage Licenses” 5). Shortly after their marriage, the couple moved west to present day 

North Dakota, where he had intended to start a bonanza farm. As was popular during the late 

nineteenth century, farming families, like the Dazeys, bought immense tracts of land out west 

due to increased mechanical means, cheap and abundant land, a growing demand for crops out 

east, and the completion of railroads spreading out west (“Bonanza Farming 55-56). Shortly 

after, however, the price of wheat drastically declined, and he cut his losses. The thousands of 

acres of property later became the town of Dazey, North Dakota, which is located approximately 
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70 miles northwest of Fargo, North Dakota. In an act of resilience, Dazey invested in real estate 

again in remote Kansas. He again lost money and by 1890, he and his family were living with 

friends on an isolated farm in Kansas (Hallwas, “Quincy Playwright”).  

The family moved frequently for some time between residences in New York City, 

Chicago, Kansas, and even Lima, Illinois. Dazey actually spent the fall and winter of 1891-2 in 

Quincy, Illinois, at the Newcomb Hotel. It was during this time that he wrote a piece for Katie 

Putnam (Landrum, “From Quincy’s Past”). In the meantime, 1891 brought a swift upturn in 

money with a vehicle written for Maggie Mitchell titled The Little Maverick. The piece actually 

marked Mitchell’s last stage appearance after a long career that included the touring hit Fanchon, 

the Cricket (1861). When The Little Maverick opened it earned net receipts of $1,000 per week 

(The Quincy Daily Herald, “City Brevities”). This would be sufficient income to support the 

family and the Dazeys made Chicago a more permanent home, which would facilitate Dazey’s 

artistic endeavors.  

In the spring of 1892, Charles and Lucy were blessed with their one and only child, a son 

named Frank Mitchell Dazey. Just in time to support an addition to the family, Dazey’s greatest 

success, In Old Kentucky, came in August of that same year. In Old Kentucky was the piece that 

Dazey had begun in the Newcomb Hotel in Quincy, Illinois. He had sent the manuscript to Katie 

Putnam whom he had intended to play the lead. Katie Putnam’s success in vehicles written by 

Dazey had accounted for most of Dazey’s income throughout the 1880s and into the 1890s. 

Advance man Matt Berry recalls the story of Katie Putnam receiving Dazey’s initial manuscript 

for In Old Kentucky:  

He sent the manuscript of the play to Miss Putnam just before we sailed for Australia, 

and we went over it on the steamer. Miss Putnam rather thought the piece a good one, but 
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was undecided. She considered it again on the return voyage and decided that the racing 

scene, which would require her to ride a horse, was out of her range of comfort and 

abilities. Miss Putnam’s style of beauty is rather too full blown for impersonating a 

jockey, you know. So the play was returned to Dazey (“A Story of ‘In Old Kentucky’” 

5). 

Believing in the script, Dazey sent his manuscript to local producers in Chicago as well as 

producers in New York and St. Louis. At that point he was directed to Jacob Litt, whose summer 

stock company in St. Paul, Minnesota, at The Grand was in need of a replacement for their 

season.  

 Whether or not Jacob Litt was initially impressed by the merits of In Old Kentucky is 

certainly questionable. Jacob Litt’s company at The Grand was one of multiple ventures Litt had 

begun in 1892. He had four companies on the road as well as his company in St. Paul. It so 

happened that Litt had run out of plays that summer, but had received the manuscript for In Old 

Kentucky and decided to produce Dazey’s unknown script rather than fall back on yet another 

production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (“A Story of ‘In Old Kentucky’” 5). Whether or not the play’s 

first production was out of sheer necessity or not, Litt had this to say about Dazey’s play one 

week before its world premiere in conversation with The St. Paul Daily Globe.  

… “In Old Kentucky” was carefully read on receipt of the manuscript and immediately 

accepted. Arrangements were at once made for its production, although it was necessary 

to alter the bill for the concluding week, and set the scenic artists to working day and 

night to prepare the necessary heavy and elaborate scenery (“Talk with Litt” 15). 

He went on to describe the play’s various merits including its unique heroine, romantic 

sensations, horse racing spectacular, and bluegrass vistas. This was July of 1892, before the show 
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had premiered, but even then, he told the reporter that he intended to open the show on 

Broadway should it receive the favorable viewing he anticipated.  

Litt’s production did receive a modest viewing in St. Paul and the play would be moved 

to New York. However, before New York, the play was produced again in Pittsburgh and by 

October 23rd, 1893, In Old Kentucky was playing at The Academy of Music on Broadway. The 

play even survived the panic of 1893, which had been caused by over ambitious railroad building 

and silver mining out west. The panic of 1893, widely considered the worst depression in 

America until the Great Depression, hit theaters very hard but In Old Kentucky did not close at 

The Academy until March 12th, 1894, a very satisfactory run for the time. During this time, 

Jacob Litt even sent three companies abroad to England, one in London and two in the provinces 

(“’In Old Kentucky’ Abroad” 8).   

Dazey went on to have continued success with Jacob Litt. Dazey’s plays premiered on 

Broadway for the next ten years. His subsequent plays included the hit The War of Wealth, as 

well as lesser-known plays such as The Stranger, The Suburban, In Mexico-1848, Three Lights, 

and The Rival Candidates. The last of these was Three Lights, which premiered on Broadway in 

1911. More profitably, In Old Kentucky continued to tour for the next 26 years with thousands of 

performances across the globe. The show was an international hit with productions in Germany 

and England.  

Later in his life Dazey settled again in Quincy, Illinois. He would spend the remainder of 

his life writing smaller theatrical pieces, poetry, scenarios and even screenplays. In addition to 

four adaptations of In Old Kentucky, Charles T. Dazey’s name was on a number of silent films 

and even early “talkies”. His work in film garnered multiple successes with many great names of 

the day attached to them, including Gloria Swanson (Shifting Sands), Estelle Taylor (Manhattan 
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Madness), James Corbett (The Prince of Avenue A), Irene Castle (The Mysterious Client), Mary 

Miles Minter (Peggy Leads the Way), and many more. Charles and Lucy’s son, Frank Mitchell 

followed in his father’s footsteps as a writer. Charles wrote with his son on eight features before 

retiring to Quincy to live out the remainder of his life. Frank Mitchell Dazey later became well 

known in his own right as one half of a husband-and-wife writing duo with Agnes Christine 

Johnson, including the 1936 film Nobody’s Fool.   

By 1923, Charles T. Dazey and his wife Lucy had settled down in their hometown of 

Quincy, Illinois. But their lasting contribution to theatre was not over. In that year it was Mrs. 

Charles T. Dazey who organized the first community theatrical group in Quincy, Illinois, that 

would later become Quincy Community Little Theatre and the present-day Quincy Community 

Theatre. They brought on Mr. Dazey as director for the 1933-34 season and played In Old 

Kentucky for the 40th anniversary of its premiere on Broadway. They really pulled out all the 

stops for this production.  

With Charles T. Dazey at the helm of the production you would think he would have no 

question as to how to produce his play that had been performed some 7,500 times. However, 

even he had to put ego aside to ask his favorite actress of In Old Kentucky fame, Laura Burt, for 

some help.  

My Dear Laura,  

What do you think? They are going to give a revival of “In Old Ky” here at Baldwin 

Park—and there will be a mile race run by real horses. Wish you could see it.  

I wonder if you could write me a line at earliest convenience & tell me just how the 

rope & bridge were managed—the shot & break-a-way especially.  

Mrs. Dazey & I are well and working hard. With kind regards from both 
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Yours Cordially 

C.T. Dazey  

 

Figure 2. Correspondence between Charles T. Dazey and Laura Burt; Sept. 5, 1933. 

Courtesy of The New York Public Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection 

The play was presented in Quincy at the now extinct Baldwin Park which held a large 

grandstand which would be needed for this elaborate production of Dazey’s classic.  

In all the years that Charles T. Dazey’s most famous play has been produced, this is the 

first time a real race ever has been attempted as a part of the performance. A special 

stage, 90 by 50 was built; special scenery was painted; special lighting, switchboards, 

transformers, etc., were installed (In Old Kentucky program Quincy Community Little 

Theatre). 
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Even though In Old Kentucky typically featured a horse race, this production at Quincy’s 

Baldwin Park was significantly larger and made use of the park’s dirt racetrack in order to run a 

true horse race as part of the production.  

 

 

Figure 3. Baldwin Park, Quincy, Ill. 1905. Courtesy of The Quincy Historic Photo Collection 

Charles T. Dazey passed away in 1937, three years after this production. This production 

stands as the latest revival of his work. His work in theatre has been largely forgotten, but its 

unearthing and study has merit. He had a strong understanding of the audiences of his time. 

Hopefully by examining In Old Kentucky further, it will become clearer what audiences loved 

about this piece American theatre history.    
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CHAPTER 2: MELODRAMA 

Frank Rahill quotes the melodramatic actor William Gillette as saying this, “‘No one that 

I ever met or heard of has appeared to know what melodrama is,’... and he went on to suggest 

that only a fool would attempt a definition” (Rahill xiii). However, if examined, the history of 

the genre can do much to reveal its definition and even how that may or may not have changed 

over time. Melodrama, like any genre, has evolved over time. Some aspects of the genre are still 

present in a multitude of entertainment forms even today. Melodrama has undergone many 

changes throughout its lengthy history, but it is important to study the genre’s lineage. A look 

into the history of melodrama as a form reveals what is most foundational to the genre. Guilbert 

de Pixérécourt and August von Kotzebue’s plays, and some by their lesser known 

contemporaries, serve as a foundation for the genre and their plays expose what aspects made the 

genre thematically, structurally, and aesthetically appealing during nearly all of the nineteenth 

century, including American melodrama and Charles T. Dazey’s In Old Kentucky.  

 During the period leading up to Dazey’s In Old Kentucky, melodrama was already the 

dominant form on the American stage. However, audiences had spent over sixty years growing 

accustomed to the genre. Let us look at the genre from its earliest iterations. We will look first at 

Guilbert de Pixérécourt (1773-1844). During the early nineteenth century, Pixérécourt was 

affectionately regarded as the “Corneille of the Boulevard.” Two conclusions can be drawn from 

this epithet, “Corneille of the Boulevard”. First, that Pixérécourt was held in high regard, during 

the time period. High enough to be compared to Pierre Corneille, playwright of Le Cid (1636) 

and other neoclassical works. Second, that Pixérécourt’s dramas were a staple of popular theatre 

on the Boulevard du Temple. Both of these conclusions are an excellent place to continue 
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examining the thematic, dramatic, and aesthetic value of Pixérécourt’s melodramas as well as 

melodrama at large. 

 Let us first understand the half of Pixérécourt’s epithet that compares him to Pierre 

Corneille. Pierre Corneille was a master playwright of French neoclassical tragedy. Peter Brooks, 

author of The Melodramatic Imagination, uncovers what it means that Pixérécourt was compared 

to Corneille. Brooks understands the comparison in terms of heroism and virtue. Heroism and 

virtue are themes found in the tragedies of Corneille and the melodrama of Pixérécourt. 

Furthermore, Corneille and Pixérécourt’s plays ensure that virtue must triumph. Virtue can and 

will triumph, against all odds, as long as it is upheld by a heroic figure according to the plots of 

these plays. Peter Brooks says, “[Pixérécourt’s] effects and the moral conditions they signify are 

more exteriorized than Corneille’s, more simplified and hyperbolic. He presents, and his plays 

work toward, the éclat of virtue, its dramatic representation and enunciation as a real and 

invincible force in a universe beset with forces working toward its undoing” (Brooks 26). It is 

true that virtue and heroism are a bit more heavy-handed under Pixérécourt’s pen, but while 

virtue and heroism may look different in the plays of Pixérécourt than those of Corneille, 

thematically they are the same. Thus, the comparison is, at least partially, justified.  

What of the second component “... of the Boulevard”? The second component of 

Pixérécourt’s epithet tells us that he, and his plays, were to be found in the theaters of the 

Boulevard du Temple. The Boulevard du Temple became a venue for popular theatre in the latter 

half of the eighteenth century. Popular theatre refers to theatres that were not among the 

government-authorized theatre of Paris. These theaters on the Boulevard du Temple were outside 

of the sanctioned monopolies on spoken drama and opera. Theatre on the Boulevard had to fall 
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outside of those classifications. Lucian Minor explains how melodrama developed outside 

monopoly rule. 

The melodrama had its origins in the booths housing marionette shows. Here, where 

music and dancing were the main entertainments, where coarse joking provided the 

humor, marionette spectacles and tableaux were offered to the simpler folk of Paris. 

Since competition for their hard-earned sous was fierce, music was added to the puppet 

pantomimes, martial, patriotic or pathetic, as needed to heighten the effect of the 

tableaux. Then one of the booth owners substituted live actors for the puppets. Others 

followed his example and took the next step of having the actors speak while acting out 

the crude dramas that developed from the former unmoving tableaux, while music 

continued to sharpen the emotion of the moment (Minor 23).  

For Pixérécourt that meant spoken drama with musical underscoring, often to heighten emotion. 

This type of Boulevard theatre is of critical importance to understanding how the genre works 

dramatically and aesthetically.  

Since it is understood what it means to be considered the “Corneille of the Boulevard,” 

we can move on and identify the parts of melodrama. Perhaps the most succinct way to 

understand melodrama is this, “... melodrama is a drama of “excess” in which life choices seem 

finally to have little to do with the surface realities of a situation and much more to do with an 

intense inner drama of consciousness, and a ‘manichae(i)stic struggle of good and evil’” (Hays 

and Nikolopoulou vii). From this understanding of melodrama, the thematic elements can be 

understood by examining the characters that frequent the melodramatic stage. Inside the pages of 

any melodrama you will encounter four types of characters: the innocent victim, the villain, the 

hero(ine), and the comic relief. Each of these character types represents a theme that must be 
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present in order to fit neatly inside of melodrama in the struggle between good and evil that Hays 

and Nikolopoulou outlined.  

Every character in melodrama represents a “dramatic choice between heightened moral 

alternatives, where every gesture, however frivolous or insignificant it may seem, is charged with 

the conflict between light and darkness, salvation and damnation …” (Brooks 5). Light and dark, 

salvation and damnation; those can be understood a little later, but first, the innocent victim.  

The innocent victim, in relation to the previous quote by Brooks, represents the conflict. 

The conflict, in a melodramatic sense, can be more easily understood as “what is at stake?” This 

is most often a character, and in the early examples of melodrama that character is typically a 

young woman. In the time period of Pixérécourt, young women represented virtue and/or 

innocence; this virtue is what hangs in the balance in the struggle between good and evil. 

Marcoux, a translator, editor, and specialist in French popular theatre, says that melodrama most 

often presents the virtue at stake right away, followed by the discovery of a threat to such virtue 

(Marcoux 14). This is evidenced perfectly in Pixérécourt’s Coelina (1800). Not only is the 

presentation of virtue early in this play, but the object or virtuous character is the titular 

character, Coelina. After a dark prologue, the play opens on Coelina attending to her embroidery. 

Not much more needs to be said about a young girl tending to her needlework and we understand 

that Coelina represents a young, virtuous innocent. In The Dog of Montagis (1814) virtue is a 

little harder to spot; however, the character of Eloi engages the stage on the second page of script 

and it is clear in his happy demeanor that he is a gentle young man. He is a man, which does not 

follow the typical damsel-in-distress narrative, but he is mute. Muteness begins to become, like 

womanhood, a sign of innocence and virtue. This muteness and gentle, jolly demeanor places 
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him amongst the virtuous in terms of character. After virtue has been presented, Marcoux says 

that the threat to virtue will be identified; this is the villain.  

The villain most obviously aligns with darkness and damnation according to Brooks’s 

quotation. The villain in melodrama is motivated by sin. The sin can be any but will manifest 

itself in the victimization of others. This sin, embodied by the villain, is meant to destroy virtue. 

This can be done through a number of intriguing and creative scenarios. The ways in which vice 

and villainy come to attack the virtuous victim makes for the excitement of the play. In Coelina 

the intrigue is that Coelina is of marrying age and of a well-to-do family, but if the villain, 

Truguelin, has his way, he will expose Coelina as an illegitimate daughter and void her claim to 

familial money. The villain in The Dog of Montagis, Macaire, is trying to cover up his villainy 

by attempting to pin the murder of his comrade on the innocent mute Eloi. The vice that the 

villain represents must be stamped out at all costs. Thematically, the villain represents the vice in 

the world. Unlike realism, which exposes character psychology and the villains within us; it is 

easier for these characters to see the villainy in others. In the time of Pixérécourt what seemed 

most appealing to the citizens of France who had just endured revolution was the view that 

humanity is good. When humanity comes together it creates communities of good people who 

have to snuff out villains whenever the community is threatened (Marcoux 4). This “good 

community” mentality supports the idea that villainy and vice are outside us. The villains in 

melodrama are mere caricatures of people. Viewers are not meant to see themselves in these 

characters. In these plays, it is the job of the hero to undo injustice perpetrated by the villain.  

Heroes can come in all shapes and sizes in melodrama of the nineteenth century. The 

plays of Pixérécourt exemplify the idea that heroes can be anything from a soldier hero to a 

talented and loyal dog. Pixérécourt uses every type of hero at his disposal in his plays. In Coelina 
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the hero is more formulaic; the lover of Coelina musters up the courage to defend her honor to 

his father who has believed the worst. He then collects a mob of policemen to chase after the 

uncle and finally apprehend him. In The Dog of Montargis the titular dog is heroic and sees 

through the deception and recognizes the murderous villain. More often than not, however, there 

is the sense of a communal hero. Even if a singular hero can be identified (i.e. the dog, the 

soldier lover), there are usually multiple characters who stand up against vice in the name of 

virtue, which supports the idea that melodrama identifies mankind as an altogether “good” 

community of people. This can be seen in both Coelina and The Dog of Montargis, both of these 

plays feature secondary characters who fight on behalf of the virtuous victim. Amongst these 

secondary characters is typically a bit of comic relief, which is the final character type and 

theme.  

The previous three character types found in melodrama exemplify a theme that functions 

as a part of this “conflict between good and evil”. Finally, the last character type does not truly 

exist as a part of this conflict, but rather operates outside of it. This character is the comic relief, 

and it is important that there be these comedic and down-to-earth characters. This theme of 

comic relief adds some levity to rather densely moral plots. Depending on the play, these 

characters can offer provincial color, comedic levity, and more relatable characters. These 

comedic characters often assist our hero and can sometimes be found as a member of the 

communal hero.  

All four of these types of characters that were incorporated into the plays of Pixérécourt 

and his contemporaries can be seen in Charles T. Dazey’s In Old Kentucky (1892), which was 

written at the other end of the nineteenth century. Dazey was wise, though, and by taking these 

early-nineteenth-century tropes and rearranging them in new and interesting ways was able to 
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keep audiences on their toes. He introduces the play’s damsel and her suitor very early in the 

play. The audience might assume right away that these two are the victim and hero respectively. 

The surprise is that the damsel, Madge Brierly, is a tough-as-nails mountain girl who does not 

need saving. While Frank Layson, Madge’s suitor, is a pillar of virtue beyond reproach whose 

bluegrass idealism is at stake. Dazey cleverly takes Pixérécourt’s tropes and flips them to his 

advantage. The realization and shock that Madge is the hero when she clothes herself in Frank’s 

uniform for the big race atop Frank’s horse, Queen Bess, only works so well because of the 

ingrained tropes of the genre set in place by Pixérécourt and his likes. The villain, however, is 

still as obvious a tool of vice as villains were in plays by Pixérécourt. Comedic relief still comes 

into play in various forms such as a pickaninny band or an odd coupling of an alcoholic, 

gambling colonel and the devout, obstinate object of his affection. As you can see, these devices 

highlighted themes that rang true across the pond in America some fifty to seventy years after the 

plays written by Pixérécourt. The thematic and structural design of these plays cannot be 

separated, though. Just as you may be able to discern theme based on character; you can also do 

the same with structure.  

The dramatic structure of melodrama calls for three acts. Three acts were a necessity of 

the time period. As you will recall, Pixérécourt was writing these plays as popular drama to be 

performed in theaters on the Boulevard. Had he written these plays in five acts, this would have 

called into question the genre of the plays. The tragedies and comedies of government-authorized 

theatre in Paris were written in five acts; therefore, Pixérécourt wrote his plays in three. Out of 

this need for three acts blossomed a sort of pattern that rings true for nearly all of melodrama and 

especially those of Pixérécourt. That pattern being, “... this was divided into three acts. The first 

was devoted to love, the second to misfortune and the third to the triumph of love and the 
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punishment of evil” (Minor 26). Coelina perfectly parallels this idea. In the first act of Coelina, 

Coelina is thoroughly in love with her life and the life she’s made with her family. She is the 

ward of her supposed father’s brother, Dufour, and has grown very fond of his son, Stephany. 

Coelina has even been granted permission to marry Stephany and a wedding is underway. 

However, act two sees the villainous uncle, Truguelin, rouse suspicion amongst the family in 

order to tarnish Coelina’s name. Truguelin’s misdeeds are brought to light in act three and all 

those who love Coelina bring Truguelin to justice. This is not so different from the love that is 

exemplified in act one of In Old Kentucky between Madge and Frank over reading lessons, only 

to have Frank’s name dragged through the mud and his financial interests put in jeopardy during 

act two. Not to worry, the race is won, and all is well by the end of act three, which is exactly 

how Pixérécourt would have done it. In melodramatic fashion each act will have some sort of 

sensational, spectacular scene which is quintessential to the genre.  

The final element of the dramatic structure of melodrama was foundational as far back as 

Pixérécourt and has become, perhaps, the most emblematic facet of the genre-- the sensation 

scene. Sensation scenes or, in other words, the spectacular elements of these plays could often be 

the entire draw of the play. The staging of Pixérécourt’s plays was so important to their success 

that Pixérécourt himself believed that unsuccessful runs of his shows in French provinces were 

due to their inability to stage his shows to the script’s standards. In fact, every facet of the 

production was under his watchful eye. Pixérécourt had his hand in every part of a single 

production— casting, music, scenery, properties, acting, direction, etc. (Rahill 42). These scenes 

sometimes served as the initial draw for audiences, but always ensured that audiences were 

entertained and served as pacing for the entire production.  These scenes not only served the 

structure of the genre, but also the overall aesthetic as well.  
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Sensational scenes in the plays of Pixérécourt were plentiful. Rahill gives the following 

examples.  

... Tékéli, a fête militaire, Charles le Téméraire, a flood and an assault; Marguerite 

d’Anjou, a forest fire; La Citerne, an explosion; Robinson Crusoë and Christophe 

Colombe, full-rigged ships; La Fille de l’exilé, an inundation with the heroine borne 

across the stage clinging to a floating log, a mechanical effect which the playwright 

invented; Les Chefs écossais, the storming of Stirling castle and ‘a ballet of citizens of 

Edinburgh’ at an audience with King Edward” (Rahill 43).   

As is plain to see, there were many different types of sensation scenes, but audiences were drawn 

to them for their dramatic representations of real objects, scenarios, and people. Not all of them 

were as grand as the examples used by Rahill. In fact, some may be as seemingly ordinary as the 

garden wedding in Coelina, but such a scene put something on stage that audiences were not 

accustomed to seeing. Audiences were able to view well-dressed actors in provincial costume 

during a wedding scene, this would have served as an out of the ordinary situation for a majority 

of audiences.  

 Some of these scenes continued to present themselves for the rest of the nineteenth 

century throughout Europe and across the Atlantic in the United States. Some of these sensation 

scenes are derivative of their predecessors while others are by-and-large the same device. While 

drawing comparisons between the spectacular effects of Pixérécourt and those of In Old 

Kentucky, there are three that seem most comparable to one another.  

The first example comes from Coelina. The wedding scenes in Coelina, as mentioned 

previously, offered audiences an opportunity to marvel at provincial costume and wholesome 

atmosphere. This is paralleled in In Old Kentucky by the pickaninny brass band in act two which 
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offered that same provincial nature and wholesome atmosphere. The pickaninny band danced 

and played in the tradition of minstrelsy. This harkened audiences back to a simpler time and 

more specifically the genteel South. Audiences of both shows used theatre as a portal to 

something new or foreign. Sometimes the sensation of being transported to the “good ole days” 

was the uplifting aesthetic spectacle that audiences craved. 

Secondly, there is the use of stage-trained animals in both The Dog of Montargis and In 

Old Kentucky. The love of seeing animals on stage is not new. In fact, “Animals have been part 

of human-engineered spectacle for as long as humans have been capable of recording their lives 

…” (Mattfeld, Raber 2). However, animal performers became a staple of melodrama. The 

namesake dog of The Dog of Montargis, “Dragon”, was incredibly famous and was the first in a 

long line of French dog stars (Marcoux 97). The popularity of melodrama centered upon animals 

was pervasive throughout the entirety of the nineteenth century. Charles T. Dazey would use a 

similar fascination with horses in order to pack houses to see In Old Kentucky. The staging of In 

Old Kentucky included horses escaping a stable fire, promenading through a Kentucky horserace 

paddock, and the play’s triumphant finish line moment. Horse related melodrama became a trend 

and In Old Kentucky serves as one of the finest examples of these equine dramas.  

The last sensation that can be seen in the plays of Pixérécourt and Dazey are those that 

required spectacular theatrical effects. The storm scene during the prologue of Coelina would 

have required feats of theatrical engineering in order to evoke the sensation he intended. 

Pixérécourt focused so much on these details that it is said that merely two or, at most, three 

weeks were used for writing the play, while he spent months overseeing how they were staged 

(Rahill 42). It was important that his plays remained on the cutting edge of what theatre was able 

to present on stage. The same can be said of In Old Kentucky. Audiences desired to be in awe of 
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the theatrical effects; that was the aesthetic of the melodramatic theatre. In Old Kentucky 

included a bridge collapse, a stable fire, and, of course, a horse race. Each of these elements 

required feats of technical theatre engineering and wowed audiences time and time again. These 

elements of spectacular theatrical effects are just one more reason, amongst a list of many, why 

melodrama remained the dominant genre of the popular stage.  

Through this thorough examination of Pixérécourt we have established the elements of 

melodrama as a genre. We have also been able to discuss how Charles T. Dazey incorporated 

those elements into American melodrama and the likes in plays as In Old Kentucky. However, it 

is another early nineteenth-century European whose plays truly brought melodrama to the 

American stage. August von Kotzebue (1761-1819), the German author of melodrama and 

arguably the inventor of the genre, wrote more than 200 plays in his lifetime, forty of which were 

translated into English on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean (Mandel vii). The elements we have 

discussed in regard to Pixérécourt largely still apply to the works of Kotzebue, but historically 

speaking, Kotzebue’s plays were more often featured on American stages than those of 

Pixérécourt. William Dunlap’s frequent translations/adaptations of Kotzebue’s scripts and his 

ever popular Pizzaro— The Spaniards in Peru; The death of Rolla made his work a staple on the 

American stage during the early triumphs of American melodrama.  

William Dunlap (1766-1839), author of André and “father of American drama”, is largely 

responsible for bringing Kotzebue and melodrama as a whole to the American stage. William 

Dunlap, as a theater manager, used the massively successful Menschenhass und Rue as his first 

presentation of an English language translation of a Kotzebue script. Menschenhass und Rue had 

already been translated for English audiences and was very well received in London. Therefore, 

Dunlap felt that the play would be a safe choice for audiences in America during a period when 
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Americans still looked to London for culture. His adaptation, The Stranger, opened in 1798 and 

he is quoted saying “‘the success of this piece alone’ allowed him to keep his theatre open… 

(Grimsted 9). He would later go on to stage many more of his own translations of Kotzebue’s 

work. Included amongst these works by Kotzebue was Pizzaro— The Spaniards in Peru; The 

death of Rolla. This piece, like The Stranger, was well reviewed. The heroic chasm-leaping 

scene was especially heralded. In these early days of American theatre Kotzebue had quite a hold 

on the stage. In Dunlap’s 1799 season at Park Theatre in New York with The American 

Company, “thirty of the one hundred playing nights in 1799 were dedicated to the ‘German 

Shakespeare’” (Miller xvi). This stands as a testament to how foundational Kotzebue and 

melodrama as a whole were in the early years of American theatre history.  

Both Kotzebue and Pixérécourt established the formula for one of the predominant genres 

of the nineteenth century. In America, their ideas would be regurgitated and rearranged for 

decades, basically consuming the entirety of the nineteenth century and beyond. As we explore 

In Old Kentucky we will continually revisit the ideas pioneered by Pixérécourt and Kotzebue. At 

their most basic level, melodramas can be boiled down to these elements. How innovative 

playwrights were with these elements made them box office draws or poison. Dazey was quite 

innovative or, at the very least, had a firm grasp on the principles of melodrama. We will 

continue to explore what these principles looked like in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3: IN OLD KENTUCKY 

SECTION 1: SUMMARY 

The following chapter identifies some key elements of the genre of melodrama as they 

appear in In Old Kentucky by Charles T. Dazey. We will also work to unveil why the elements, 

as implemented by Dazey, worked so effectively for audiences of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. In order to do so, the plot, the characters, and the thematic elements must be 

evaluated. First, let us discuss the play in summary. For most readers this will be their first 

interaction with the play in that it is not widely published or read today.  

 The play, in four acts, opens in the mountains of Kentucky at a chasm with a rope bridge 

leading to a small cabin amongst the mountains. Frank Layson is a young man from the 

upperclass bluegrass region of Kentucky and is deep in the mountains hunting. A servant of his 

estate, Neb, has come to the mountains to fetch Frank and take him to see Colonel Sandusky 

Doolittle, his Aunt Alathea, and two of their guests. Frank has been camped out in the mountains 

for some time hunting and tending to a relationship with a young, mountain lass named Madge 

Brierly. When Neb finds Frank, he has also run across a mountaineer named Joe Lorey. Joe 

states that there is a clear divide between their two kinds, people of the mountains and those of 

the bluegrass. Enter Madge on the back of a steer. She is well acquainted with both Joe and 

Frank. Frank has been taking excursions into the mountains for hunting but has more recently 

been taken with teaching Madge how to read. Joe leaves but claims that he has something serious 

to discuss with Madge and that it would be best if Frank would go back where he came from. 

With a moment alone, Frank and Madge make it clear that both of them have grown fond of their 

lessons and even each other. Frank wants to introduce Madge to his guests. At this point the two 

guests of the Colonel, Horace Holton and his daughter Barbara, bound onto the scene. Horace 
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and Barbara Holton have come to camp with the Colonel and Aunt Alathea from the bluegrass 

region. It is clear in an instant that there is something devious about them and that they have 

plans in the works. When the Colonel and Aunt Alathea finally catch up they reveal the crux of 

the play’s plot. There is a plan to develop land owned by Frank Layson. The company is willing 

to pay $200,000 for development of the land so long as Frank can come up with an initial sum of 

$25,000. Frank can come up with this sum, but only by selling his most prized possession, a 

racing mare named Queen Bess. Madge, after readying herself, is introduced to the party. It is 

clear that there is a social divide between Madge and the others, but the Colonel and Aunt 

Alathea take a certain liking to her. And we learn that Madge seems to ever so faintly recognize 

Horace Holton.  

Madge: Howdy, sar. (Holds out hand. As Holton is about to take it, Madge recoils and 

covers eyes with hand.) Oh say, sar, ain’t I seen your face afore? 

Holton: Wal, no, I reckon not. I war never in these hyar mountings afore.  

Madge: Your eyes seem to bring something back (Dazey 50). 

Madge goes on to tell the story of how she came to live in the mountains alone. She explains that 

thirty years ago her father was murdered, after a man named Lem Lindsay had gone back on a 

truce between the two men. Rather than shaking hands and ceasing the squabble, Lem Linday 

had stabbed Madge’s father in the heart. Unbeknownst to him, Madge’s father had brought along 

a hidden witness, Joe Lorey’s father. Joe Lorey’s father shot at Lem Lindsay but his gun 

backfired killing Lorey’s father. However, there was yet another witness, little Madge Brierly 

had also seen the altercation between the three men. Colonel Sandusky also hints, not so subtly, 

that he has romantic interest in Aunt Alathea and has had for some time. She may return such 

affections if only he weren’t so preoccupied with the vices drinking and horse racing. Madge 



 

26

also makes it very clear that she does not like Barbara and the sentiment is returned. It is 

understood that they both have interest in Frank Layson. Frank and the entire bluegrass party 

leave to head back to base camp, but before they leave Frank promises to return. He also tells 

Madge that he may even return with good news if the investment opportunity presented to him 

also includes land owned by Madge. After they have all gone, Joe reappears. He professes that 

he has made preparations to protect his still from revenuers that have been seen in the mountains 

looking for illegal distilleries. He has stolen dynamite from the company putting in the railroad 

through the mountains. His still is his primary source of income and he has been saving up 

gradually in order to go out in the world and seek revenge on the Lem Lindsay, the man 

responsible for his father’s death. The only thing he would give up his revenge for is for Madge. 

He says, “... there’s one thing stronger nor my hate o’ him, and that’s my love for you” (Dazey 

57). Joe goes on to propose to her, but she refuses him. She retreats into her cabin and rolls up 

the rope bridge behind her. Horace Holton returns to the chasm where Madge’s cabin is located 

with the idea to buy up Madge’s land because he has overheard her discussion with Frank. 

Horace plants the seed in Joe’s head that Frank has been keeping an eye out for Joe’s still and 

has told the revenuers. When Joe returns to speak with Madge there is an altercation between Joe 

and Frank. During their fist fight, Joe gets the idea to light the dynamite, but thinking of Madge 

and her well-being causes him to think better of it. He stamps it out, or so he thinks, and leaves. 

Madge comes out of her cabin, sees Frank and the bomb still lit. She heroically swings across the 

chasm by a rope and saves him. So ends the first act.  

 Act Two opens at the Layson Plantation a week or so later. The stable boys are gathered 

around the stable and are taking a look at Queen Bess. They are creating a pool to wager on the 

horse race. Neb enters and tells them that Queen Bess is sure to win and they break out into a full 
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song and dance. Neb has locked Queen Bess in the stable so that no one may sabotage the prized 

racehorse. Horace makes his way to the stable to snoop around on Queen Bess for himself but 

Neb, doing as he has been told, refuses to let Horace see Queen Bess. Madge meets them both 

outside the stable on her way down from the mountain to see Frank. Horace warns Madge that 

she will not be accepted down from the mountain. After her less than cordial interaction with 

Horace she has the faintest recollection of his face and his voice but cannot seem to place it. 

Ignoring her hazy recollections, she decides that she needs to wash up before she goes to see 

Frank and Neb lets her into the stable to do so. She does and proceeds to accidentally lock the 

stable from the inside. She is still inside when Frank arrives with Horace, Barbara, and Aunt 

Alathea. He is planning on showing them the horse when the Colonel shows up in a buggy 

having sworn he just saw Joe Lorey. When Frank asks for the key, Neb does not have it. Finally, 

Madge comes out of the door in her best imitation of Barbara’s bluegrass style and insists on 

bringing out Queen Bess from the stable. She is warned that Queen Bess doesn’t allow anyone 

around her but she proceeds to ride Queen Bess, much to everyone’s amazement. No one was 

more enamored than Frank. Noticing such, Barbara attempts to regain his attention to no avail. 

At the same moment, the Colonel professes his love for Aunt Alathea and Aunt Alathea, 

flattered, takes this as a chance to test the Colonel’s love for her. She sets forth the terms of her 

test; five cigars a day rather than ten, only three mint juleps, and never set foot on another horse 

racing track.  

Frank, along with the Colonel and Aunt Alathea, invite Madge to the lawn party later that 

evening. Then Madge steals Frank away for a private word. She warns him that Joe Lorey is 

down in the bluegrass region to find the man who gave up his still to the revenuers. Of course, 

Madge reveals that Joe believes it was Frank. As they leave Horace and Joe meet up, and Joe 
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reveals that he overheard the conversation between Madge and Frank, but Horace is able to 

convince Joe that Frank is lying about his lack of involvement with the revenuers. When he is all 

alone, Horace sets the stable on fire hoping to lose Frank his prize mare. Luckily, Madge, out of 

her element, flees the party stating that she is just a curiosity for the society people at the lawn 

party. She then recognizes that the stable is on fire. Madge is able to rush into the burning 

building and ride the priceless horse, Queen Bess, to safety.  

 As the Ashland Oaks horse race is quickly approaching, the Colonel and Frank are 

discussing financial matters in the Phoenix Hotel in Lexington, Kentucky. The most pressing 

issue is that Queen Bess’s health has been called into question since the newspapers have 

received word of the stable fire. This means that the buyer Frank and the Colonel had found may 

no longer wish to buy her. Meanwhile, Madge has been brought with them to Lexington for the 

race. She is fascinated with much of what city life has to offer such as elevators. She says: “They 

got us into a little room and all of a sudden it started skallyhootin for the roof!” (Dazey 100).  

When Madge enters the room along with Aunt Alathea they receive a telegram from the 

prospective buyer of Queen Bess saying that they will proceed with buying Queen Bess under 

one condition. They will only purchase the horse if she proves her health by winning the Ashland 

Oaks. None of them are too worried about Queen Bess’s ability to win the race, but there is some 

concern as to whether or not the jockey will be able to successfully ride Queen Bess to victory. 

Queen Bess’s jockey is prone to overindulgence in liquor, but luckily, thanks to the Colonel, he’s 

stuck in his room without clothes which should deter any intoxication. Horace then enters to 

claim that the public is calling for Frank to set the sheriff out to look for Joe Lorey on arson 

charges regarding the stable fire involving Madge and Queen Bess. However, Frank does not 

seem to believe that Joe is responsible and neither does Madge. Madge does know that Joe was 
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told by a stranger that Frank had sent the revenuers after his still. She also believes that it is he 

who is probably responsible for the fire.  

With the stakes being raised and the sale of the horse on the line, the Colonel is in agony 

over his agreement with Aunt Alathea. He tries to convince her to begin the agreement after this 

race, but she will not negotiate. Madge, Aunt Alathea, and the Colonel are in the process of 

readying Madge in finery for the race when Neb bursts in and claims that someone had already 

snuck the jockey a bottle of whiskey and that he is already drunk. Barbara, in a final attempt to 

claim Frank for herself, tries to convince Madge to leave for the mountains claiming that if she 

will just do so, her father will give Frank an advance on the $25,000. Madge refuses and comes 

up with a plan of her own to save the race and Frank.  

In a bit of comedy, the Colonel and Aunt Alathea both ask Neb if there is any way to 

view the race without stepping into the racetrack. He tells them both of a knothole in the fence 

where they will be able to view the race. It is then revealed that the Colonel has helped Madge 

with her plan to dress in the jockey’s uniform and race Queen Bess to victory even though it is 

social ruin and she will never be able to marry Frank once she is found out. Frank is awaiting the 

new jockey’s arrival at the paddock of the Ashland Oaks where Horace is trying to talk Frank out 

of putting up any money on Queen Bess. The odds are continuing to fall due to the news of 

Queen Bess’ change in jockey at the last minute. But a last-minute note, delivered by Madge in 

the guise of the jockey, puts Frank’s mind at ease. The two of them, Frank and Madge, see one 

another, but Madge is unrecognized by Frank. Outside the racetrack the Colonel and Aunt 

Alathea run into each other at the knothole as they watch the race in excitement. They no longer 

care about the arrangement with so much at stake and with so much emotion.  
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Finally, the fences part and the final moments of the race are seen as the horses race past 

the finish line with Queen Bess narrowly winning the race. We are back on the Layson’s 

Woodlawn plantation and the Colonel reminisces with Alathea about the previous day’s race. 

She even negotiates that if he promises not to bet, she will allow him to go to horse races. Her 

final condition is that he must let her accompany him. Madge comes into the mansion to say her 

final goodbyes when Frank bursts in pleading for her to stay. She tries to claim that society just 

is not what she wanted it to be, but they are interrupted by Joe who is being pursued by the law. 

It is finally revealed by Joe that Horace had been framing him the whole time. In a final 

altercation Joe ends up shooting Horace as justice for his own father. All is well, but Madge still 

has a final secret weighing on her soul. She must tell Frank who it was that rode Queen Bess to 

victory. She finally confesses and weeps. The play ends with: 

Madge: No, no, sar --- not till you know my secret. ‘Twar me as rode Queen Bess. (Enter 

Colonel.) 

Frank: You rode Queen Bess --- 

Madge: An’ the Colonel said the world would despise me for it. 

Colonel: But the world will never know it, on the honor of a Kentuckian. 

Frank: If it did, I should say --- Here, Madge, in my arms is your shelter against the 

world. Madge, my little wife.  

Draws Madge to him, Enter Alathea right. Goes to Colonel. Curtain (Dazey 137). 
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SECTION 2: A CINDERELLA STORY 

Melodrama relies on a clear plot in which the protagonist and antagonist are obvious to 

the audience. It has been discussed multiple times in Chapter 2 that these simple plots reveal 

character easily and that the suspense is built through episodic scenes. Due to the genre relying 

on these relatively run-of-the-mill plots, melodrama has been accused of recycling such plots. 

The plot may be similar from show to show, but variety could be achieved through changing 

increasingly sensational spectacle, changing the local color of the play, increasing the realistic 

aspects of the production, or by incorporating the latest inventions. Charles T. Dazey was no 

different; he borrowed a plot from the 17th century. He borrowed from the realm of fairytale and 

fable to bring melodramatic adaptation of the Cinderella story.  

 It makes sense that Dazey would use the Cinderella story for the basis of his most 

successful play. There are few stories that are more American than that of Cinderella.  

It is part of the American creed, recited subvocally along with the pledge of allegiance in 

each classroom, that even a poor boy can grow up to become president. The unliberated 

corollary is that even a poor girl can grow up and become the president’s wife. (...) It is 

little wonder, then, that Cinderella should be a perennial favorite in the American folktale 

pantheon (Yolen, 296). 

The Cinderella tale was familiar long before In Old Kentucky hit the stage. Using the basic 

Cinderella story’s plot construct allowed for the plot and characters of In Old Kentucky to be 

immediately accessible for audiences. Dazey built upon this firm foundation of plot and 

character by adding variety to his adaptation by revealing the plot devices, characters, and 

sensation scenes through a Kentuckian lens.  
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For comparison’s purpose, let us use the 1950 Walt Disney Cinderella as a basis for 

comparison. Boiled down to its foundation the plot can be summed up by saying that an 

orphaned girl falls on hard times but is lifted from her sad life by a handsome prince. The girl’s 

livelihood is at stake because of an evil person out to destroy her parents’ legacy. The girl, 

feeling unworthy, gives up on her dreams of being with the prince, before eventually realizing 

her own self-worth in order to be with the prince and take back what is rightfully hers. These are 

the basic plot devices that Dazey keeps intact in his Kentucky colored adaptation. The mountain 

girl, Madge, has lost her parents and she is alone in the mountains to maintain her parents’ land. 

She has fallen in love with a young man of class from bluegrass esteem, Frank Layson. It is then 

that the evil speculator, Horace Holton tries to lay claim to both Frank and Madge’s land. Madge 

tries to enter into the society Frank Layson was brought up in but feels inadequate only to realize 

by saving the day in the guise of a jockey, that she is perfect the way she is and she ends her tale 

with her land and her man.  

The basic plot elements are exactly the same, save a slipper here and there. However, one 

specific scene really showcases Dazey’s mastery of adapting this fairytale to meet nineteenth 

century American melodramatic stage expectations. The magic of Cinderella’s transformation 

from servant to maiden has no place in the realism of melodrama. In fact, the transformation 

scene in Dazey’s adaptation is not nearly as spectacular since Madge slips into her jockey 

disguise off stage, according to the script. Dazey’s adaptation most definitely makes a spectacle 

of the Prince’s ball, though.  

The grand ball held by the Prince in the Disney tale and most traditional versions of the 

Cinderella story is replaced here by Dazey. He replaces the ball with the race at the Ashland 

Oakes. I classify these scenes as sensational or spectacular because of the elaborate costume and 



 

33

ceremony involved. The everyday audience member at the theatre to see In Old Kentucky was 

likely not accustomed to such extravagance. Dazey replaces ball gowns with elegant period attire 

complete with umbrellas, hats, and gloves. The way the couples promenade into the grand 

ballroom is akin to the way the jockeys ride their horses to the stalls and take their place on the 

track. The ceremonious formality is quite apparent in both. An announcer loudly lines up the 

competitors in a way that is similar to a trumpeting herald announcing the Prince. They each 

show the spectacle of upper-class life in their respective versions of the Cinderella tale. In fact, 

creating this atmosphere was so important to Dazey and manager, Jacob Litt, that multiple 

actresses were hired for the specific purpose of filling the stands for the scenes which take place 

at the Ashland Oakes (Feb 8, 1894 “Theatrical Gossip”).  

As we mentioned, Charles T. Dazey took the spectacle of the Prince’s ball from the 

Cinderella tale and adapted the sensation to that of a Kentucky horse race. This is just one 

example of Dazey using local color to adapt this fairytale for the nineteenth century American 

melodramatic stage. The addition of local color to recycled plots refers to displacing the source 

material’s original setting and replacing it with a new locale. This is no longer a tale of “Once 

upon a time in a faraway land,” this is a tale of nineteenth-century Kentucky society. In Dazey’s 

play the little cinder girl is transformed into Madge Brierly, a rustic mountain dwelling girl. 

Madge, like Cinderella, is without her parents but is “(...) sweet, true and womanly” (Dazey 17). 

Cinderella is no longer covered in soot but covered in dirt from working hard in the mountains of 

Kentucky. She, like her fairytale counterpart, is not scared of hard work. Many of the characters 

from the classic Cinderella story are given this same treatment in order to continue this theme of 

local color, specifically that of the hills and mountains of Eastern Kentucky.  
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The Prince, who serves as the obvious romantic interest of Cinderella represents the 

chasm between polite society and Cinderella’s servanthood. In his Kentucky version of the tale, 

Dazey juxtaposes a wealthy young man from polite Bluegrass society, Frank Layson, with the 

uncultured likes of Madge from the mountains. Both he and Prince Charming are able to see 

through the uncultured exterior and into the wholesome heart of the humble girl from a lower 

class. Other characters from Dazey’s In Old Kentucky who have Cinderella counterparts include 

Uncle Neb, a trusted Layson family servant; Colonel Sandusky Doolittle; and Barbara Holton. 

In early pantomimic adaptations of the Cinderella tale dating back as far as 1804, it was 

the vogue to include a comic right-hand-man to the prince, a role made popular by Joseph 

Grimaldi. This was later popularized further by the Rossini opera La Cenerentola which included 

the comic character of Dandini (Clinton-Baddeley 9-11). This bumbling and endearing character 

is adapted into Uncle Neb for In Old Kentucky. In Rossini’s opera Dandini is often disguised or 

placed in precarious situations and serves as comic relief, which is very similar to Neb’s role in 

Dazey’s adaptation. One of the most fun of these precarious situations, of which there are many, 

is in Act II when Madge tricks Uncle Neb into allowing her into the stable after swearing he 

would not let a soul inside with Queen Bess (Dazey 71-75). While Uncle Neb’s translation from 

earlier iterations of the Cinderella tale is quite straight forward, others are a little more veiled, but 

still there.  

Colonel Sandusky Doolittle is a Fairy Godmother type figure. In Madge’s time of need, 

the Colonel comes along in order to assist with Madge’s transformation into jockey. Madge and 

Cinderella’s transformations come with warnings. Cinderella is warned that at midnight the 

magic will wear off and she will return to her servant attire and she will no longer fit in with the 
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others at the ball. Colonel Sandusky Doolittle delivers a very similar decree about the effect of 

her transformation.  

Colonel: (...) Now you begin to realize what you’re facing. No, you don’t, and I’ve got to 

be square with you if it spoils the prettiest horse race ever seen in old Kentucky. Little 

one, we’re mighty particler about our women down here in the bluegrass,. We’d thing it 

an eternal shame and disgrace for one of them to ride a public race in a costume like that. 

It’ud be social ruin to the man that married her. If any one should find out, what you’re 

going to do might come between you and your happiness. Think it over and tell me if 

you’re willing to face it.  

Madge: (firmly). I said I’d gin up my happiness to save him and I would. Colonel, I’ve 

got my uniform on. I’m ‘listed for the war and I’m going to fight it through.  

Colonel: A thoroughbred and I always said it. (He puts coat around her.) Come on, little 

soldier. Come on (Dazey, 115). 

While the local color of the scene obscures the parallels between this scene and transformations 

in the original Cinderella story, it is clear that the Colonel is the warm, guardian figure to the 

heroine.  

 The last character I will draw comparisons to in this adaptation is Barbara Holton. 

Barbara is the daughter of the antagonist, Horace Holton. Barbara Holton is the societal ideal of a 

woman. She is wealthy and adorned in all of the finery that the Bluegrass can offer. However, 

she has a hard time masking her crude mannerisms, and her aesthetic is grotesque and 

ostentatious. Now this comparison may be the least clear among the comparisons made thus far 

due to the fact that Madge and Barbara are not stepsiblings, but Barbara represents the same 

character type as the evil stepsisters. Barbara is juxtaposed to Madge in that Barbara is cultured 
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and Madge is not. Barbara’s culture and refinement does not change nor mask the fact that she is 

ugly on the inside while Madge is a genuinely sweet and honorable person. Now, while I 

examined characters that parallel between the original Cinderella and In Old Kentucky, multiple 

plot devices that Dazey had completely abandoned were uncovered.  

 Dazey did not create a new fairytale and he knew it. In his preface to the 1937 printing of 

In Old Kentucky he sums it up best:  

After long thought, it appeared to me that the Cinderella legend possessed the widest and 

surest appeal. Old as it is, I knew that countless variations are possible, and I hoped to 

find one that was novel and of deep interest. I chose as my main incident a famous race—

the Ashland Oaks— … I brought into sharp contrast two very opposite types—one, a 

young Kentuckian, a veritable Prince Charming, born and bred in the Bluegrass region—

the other a little mountain lass, uncultured, ignorant, of low birth, but sweet, true and 

womanly. In the play circumstances threw these two together in picturesque 

surroundings, and from the first it was plain that Madge Brierly loved the hero with a 

devotion as great as it seemed hopeless. The apparent impossibility of a marriage 

between them created interest, suspense and sympathy… (Dazey “How I Wrote In Old 

Kentucky 17-18).  
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SECTION 3: MADGE BRIERLY 

Madge Brierly serves as the protagonist of In Old Kentucky. During the time of In Old 

Kentucky’s relentless touring, Madge’s photograph could be seen everywhere in newspapers, 

magazines, and on billboards. This character is one of the many aspects of In Old Kentucky that 

made it so perennially popular. When developing the role of Madge Brierly, Charles T. Dazey 

tasked himself with developing a stage soubrette who was more dynamic and realistic than 

characters of that type which had come before. Such soubrettes had been a staple of the stage 

since as early as the 16th century. Like so many stock characters, the soubrette is a descendant of 

commedia dell’arte. The role of Columbina morphs almost directly into the role of the soubrette, 

which is most associated with French comedy by playwrights such as Molière, Beaumarchais, 

and Marivaux. The soubrette of French comedy is cunning, flirtatious, down-to-earth, and serves 

her own agenda. She is also, most commonly, the supporting character at the side of the ingénue. 

However, over time the lines between ingénue and soubrette blurred and a sort of composite 

female romantic lead began to take shape. Charles T. Dazey describes this composite character in 

an article from the New York Times.  

 ‘The conventional stage soubrette is a bit of a fraud,’ said he. ‘Innumerable yet 

monotonous are her stage devices. She affects shyness, yet you feel that she is overbold. 

She appeals to you one moment by her weakness, and yet I have known her to wrestle 

with the bold, bad man of the play and come off victorious. She never moves or talks like 

a rational human being, Generally she affects a tone infantile in the extreme, yet she has 

an understanding of worldly affairs-- especially of legal matters-- that would do honor to 

a Philadelphia lawyer. How quickly she seizes the salient point of the controversy which 

forms the knot of the play! With unerring accuracy she detects the true hero and attaches 
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herself to his fortunes. She guesses by intuition the contents and hiding place of the 

missing will, and you feel certain that before such superhuman prowess villainy is 

helpless, and, like Col. Crockett’s coon, might as well come down at once. As a rule she 

is densely ignorant until the last act, when, after a series of most surprising achievements, 

mental and physical, she is transformed in a breath from the rough, uncultured hoyden 

into a refined and elegant young lady, who with perfect ease takes her rightful place as 

one of the leaders of society, such is the conventional soubrette, with her tricks, her 

winks, her songs, her shock of flaxen hair, and her baby voice. As such she has long 

flourished, but there are signs and tokens that her potency is growing less. The theatrical 

public is growing more refined and discriminating. A taste for the natural is rapidly 

developing. Horse play and burlesque may be accepted in farce-comedy, but plays 

purporting to picture real life must give an authentic impression of reality’ (“Mr. 

Dazey’s” 16).  

The character Dazey described was one that was, to audiences of the time, immediately 

recognizable as a melodramatic stock character. The soubrette of melodrama filled the role of the 

traditional soubrette and the traditional ingénue.  

Melodramatic playwrights who attempted to create characters like those which Dazey 

described muddled together contrary ideas. These characters were at any given moment cunning 

and ignorant, strong and weak, flirtatious and innocent. Since these traits were obviously at odds 

with one another, Dazey claimed that the character was slowly becoming obsolete as audiences 

craved more and more realistic portrayals of human nature.  The question, how to marry the 

composite character of the “conventional stage soubrette”, as Dazey referred to her, with a 

realistic portrayal of a heroine? The answer, Dazey continues, 
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‘I have tried to conform to this tendency in this new play of mine. My heroine is ignorant, 

it is true, but it is the natural ignorance of the girl who has known no other world than the 

hills and the forests. Having had no schooling, she naturally falls into the patois of her 

neighborhood, but there is no offensive use of slang for slang’s sake to tickle the ears of 

the groundlings and elicit a laugh from the unthinking. 

 ‘She is not a puppet, pushed here and there to provoke merriment, but a real 

human being. The amusement that arises from her first introduction into fashionable 

society comes not from an attempt to assume the airs and graces of fashionable life, but 

from the fearless assertion of her vigorous and unconventional individuality. There is no 

miraculous transformation in an instant from the uncultured hoyden to the finished 

woman of the world. At the end of the play she is what she was at the beginning except as 

naturally modified by her quick and acute observation of the customs of civilized life 

(“Mr. Dazey’s” 16). 

As he explained, Dazey created a character who was innately cunning, but ignorant and innocent 

due to isolation. Dazey capitalized on a very specific scenario in which a young woman from 

deep in the mountains may exhibit realistic, yet primitive, attributes such as her manners, her 

tomboyish nature, and her bravery while also exhibiting innocence, ignorance, and shyness as a 

result of that same primitive upbringing. Dazey fashioned a plot that allowed him to avoid the 

foibles of soubrettes which he claimed were fraudulent. Some of the aspects of Madge’s 

character, outlined by Dazey in this interview, added more appeal than just creating a realistic 

character. Madge, as a character, allowed audiences to reflect on a simpler, more rustic way of 

life, as well as reevaluate gender, sex, and heroism.  
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 As discussed in Chapter 2, regarding melodramatic appeals, audiences enjoyed seeing 

provincial or simpler ways of life brought onto the stage. As Dazey himself stated, “‘My heroine 

is ignorant, it is true, but it is the natural ignorance of the girl who has known no other world 

than the hills and the forests’” (“Mr. Dazey’s 16). For audiences of the time period, Madge’s 

ignorance represented innocence. Madge is widely removed from culture and is thus untainted by 

the cruelties of the world. The dialect in which she speaks is simple, her practices are primitive, 

and she is rustic. She lives as one with nature and has an incredible sense of ease. This would 

have all appealed to audiences of the time period. Theatregoers of the time were much more 

accustomed to the hustle and bustle of life in a modern city. Therefore, Madge was a breath of 

fresh air. We even see country and city juxtaposed between the bluegrass characters such as 

Frank and Barbara compared to the likes of Madge. The idea of being primitive is romanticized 

in the play. Romanticized in a way in which the aspects of Madge’s primitive character allow her 

to be the heroine in In Old Kentucky. Madge’s primitive nature was only amplified by her being 

a woman.  

 Dazey’s use of a heroine as protagonist made Madge a magnetic figure in this play. In 

Old Kentucky plays with the audiences’ preconceived notions of gender and sex. Madge’s 

heroism immediately flips the script on the “woman in distress, man saves woman, woman and 

man live happily ever after” construct. It should be understood that such a plot construct was 

much more prevalent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries than it is today. 

Reversal like this immediately calls into question audiences’ understanding of gender roles in a 

time period prior to the nineteenth amendment. Beyond that, Madge saves Frank in a masculine 

way. The masculinity displayed in the race scene of the third act is brilliant in so many respects.  
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First, the action of riding a horse would have been considered inherently masculine in the 

time period when In Old Kentucky held the stage. Especially in a straddling, rather than side 

saddle configuration. Secondly, Frank is unaware that Madge is the jockey, which allows for 

great moments of mistaken identity since it would be seemingly impossible for a woman to be a 

jockey in such a race. Finally, the jockey uniform itself questions gender constructs of the time 

period. Madge, unrecognizably, comes out wearing a helmet and uniform fit for a man. Seeing 

women in pants was not the norm in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Women in 

pants or “knickers'' would not be normalized behavior until the middle of the twentieth century. 

In fact, such cross-dressing was a punishable offense with the last arrest occurring in 1913 

(Drover). This is one of those examples in which fiction, specifically theatre, was able to bring to 

life something that society viewed as perverse. This obsession with Madge’s jockey costume is 

apparent with images of the costume appearing in countless newspaper articles across the United 

States. Images of Madge in her jockey costume occur more than any other imagery from the 

show. Once again, this is made possible by the way Dazey crafted a plot based on a woman who, 

removed from society, is able to question societal norms. 
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(From left to right) Figure 4. Illustration; The Republic [St. Louis, MO]. Courtesy of The 

New York Public Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection; Figure 5. Illustration; “’In Old 

Kentucky’ Again.” Kansas City Star, 1896; Figure 6. Illustration; “Theatre Bills for Next Week.” 

Kansas City Star. 1894; Figure 7. Portrait of Lizzie Evans as the jockey courtesy of The New 

York Public Library’s Billy Rose Theatre Collection 

 As Dazey said, Madge does not need to miraculously become a society lady by the end 

of the play. She is still very at odds with civil society and she remains true to the aspects of her 

character that made her the heroine. It is clear that Charles T. Dazey was especially fond of 

Madge Brierly as a character whose depth, he felt, was something new and dynamic for 

audiences of his time. In many ways this new dynamism resonated with audiences of In Old 

Kentucky. While I will not venture to say that the character he created was altogether realistic, 

she was certainly more believable than her melodramatic stage soubrette predecessors. Even 

Dazey himself said, regarding Madge, “‘Possibly I may be in error in some of my views, but they 

are the result of years of close observation’” (“Mr. Dazey’s” 16). So, it stands to reason that 

Madge Brierly is fashioned from some realistic, true to life stimuli. That being said, it makes her 

character all the more endearing.  
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SECTION 4: ASHLAND OAKS 

To evaluate In Old Kentucky and ignore horse racing would be an obvious disservice. In 

fact, horse racing was at the center of what made this play so perennially popular. By setting this 

Cinderella story in Kentucky and fusing the plot into an equestrian drama, Dazey was able to 

combine local color with heart racing spectacle. Even though equestrian drama was already 

popular during this period, Dazey was able to blend equestrian drama with the local color of 

horse racing, both of which proved to be key ingredients in the success of In Old Kentucky. It is 

important that we discuss each of these in greater detail. This section discusses the turn-of-the-

century American fascination with racehorse culture and the elements of equestrian drama as 

they apply to Dazey’s In Old Kentucky. Horse racing has a long and storied past, so perhaps it is 

best to start there.  

Horse racing dates back to the colonial era in America, in fact, “Horse racing was the first 

major Euro-American sport, going back to the colonial era” (Riess 29). Horse racing took off 

across the United States well into the twentieth century. There have always been hubs of horse 

racing prominence: New York, Maryland, Louisiana, and, of course, Kentucky. Kentucky is 

perhaps most commonly associated with thoroughbred horse racing. Pioneers to the bluegrass 

region primarily had standard work horses, not racehorses. Even then, pioneers would often 

place wagers on races between their common horses. As time went on the region became known 

for its luscious vegetation and its ability to facilitate farming. English thoroughbred horse 

farmers began to locate to the region and by 1800, Kentucky was home to more than ninety 

thousand horses. Kentucky had the largest sum of horses per capita of any state in the union 

(O’Dell 35). Lexington, Kentucky, became the hub of thoroughbred racehorse production as it 

was a nearly identical environment to Yorkshire, England, where thoroughbreds hailed from.  
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While horse racing was in existence during these early periods, the forming of prestigious 

groups called “jockey clubs” brought horse racing into its air of sophistication and elitism. The 

Lexington Jockey Club was formed in 1797 and with that formation, Kentuckians fully bought 

into the “sport of kings''. By this time, the sport had taken hold amongst the most wealthy and 

thoroughbred racing became a symbol of status, gallantry, and southern sophistication hoisting 

Lexington, Kentucky, to the apex of culture. While the Civil War did serve as a significant 

setback for the horse racing industry, it became a pillar of antebellum culture in the South and 

Kentucky specifically retained much of its dignity across the entirety of the Union. By the turn-

of-the-century, when Dazey wrote his play, Kentucky was synonymous with horse racing, as 

only Kentucky and Maryland had not banned gambling at the racetrack. Dazey uses all of this to 

his advantage. 

By the time Dazey was writing In Old Kentucky, the margin of time needed to heal from 

a brutal Civil War had passed. Northerners were once again fascinated with the gentility and 

prestige of southern lifestyle. Nothing encapsulates the peak of charming southern society like 

the plantation and the racetrack. Women with lacy umbrellas and ostentatious hats were 

accompanied to the stands by men who had probably wagered thousands on the upcoming race. 

Dazey effectively used the horse race as a symbol of status, but more importantly intrigue. 

Productions of In Old Kentucky went to enormous measures to realize the actuality of the scene 

as realistically as possible. In fact, that was a large part of the appeal of the theatre. Audiences 

craved to see how realistically the theatre could portray reality. One such expensive addition for 

the New York premier of In Old Kentucky was the use of a moving picture to display the 

Lexington racetrack on derby day (“One of the features” 19). Jacob Litt, producer of In Old 

Kentucky went as far as to employ extra actors to fill out the paddock and race stands to complete 
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the environmental effect and add to the elegance and scenery (“Thanks to Manager Litt” 8). With 

the same energy that has been captured countless times since in films like Big Boy (1930), 

National Velvet (1944), and Champions (1984), In Old Kentucky uses the frenetic energy of the 

paddock and race scenes to build to the most uproarious and climactic moment in the play. This 

energy is made possible by the local Kentucky color, sure, but much of the responsibility of the 

scene’s success is due to equestrian actors.  

As a basis for understanding equestrian drama and its application to In Old Kentucky, the 

genre and its history should be understood. Equestrian drama, hippodrama, or even horse drama 

are all ways of referring to the same type of theatre. These terms refer to “plays written or 

performed to include a live horse or horses enacting significant action or characters as a 

necessary part of the plot or production” (Poppiti 1). In Old Kentucky is an interesting example 

of equestrian drama. In Old Kentucky can be and has been performed without the use of live 

horses. Now, without trained equine actors, the play can no longer be considered an equestrian 

drama. During In Old Kentucky’s time on stage it has primarily been performed with live horses. 

For the purposes of this section, that is how we will evaluate the piece. However, it is producible 

without live horses.   

Entertainment featuring live horses was not new to audiences in the nineteenth century. 

In fact, equestrian entertainment predates the time period by three centuries (Poppiti 4). Such 

acts as learned horses, vaulting, horse ballets, and horsemanship were all practices that predate 

equestrian drama. The most relevant of these early entertainment forms featuring horses was the 

equestrian circus, which were incredibly popular in England before making their way to the 

United States. This serves as a crucial step toward equestrian drama as these circuses featured 
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horses in a myriad of acts, which were regularly scheduled performances and locations (Poppiti 

13).  

In America, the same types of entertainment forms existed, especially horsemanship. 

However, the horse pantomime was introduced in the late eighteenth century in addition to the 

multitude of circus acts featuring horses. These pantomimes typically included a very clever 

horse that endlessly outwits its comic human counterpart. They were made popular by the first 

American circus, Rickett’s Circus in 1792-93 (Poppiti 31). As circus became more and more 

present as an entertainment form in early America, buildings dedicated to circus began to spring 

up across the country. By the nineteenth century, circus and theatre were differentiated from one 

another, but circuses began to develop more complex equestrian pantomimes, which eventually 

became equestrian drama. “The main difference between equestrian pantomimes and equestrian 

drama is that equestrian drama was produced based on a written script that contained both action 

and dialogue, whereas equestrian pantomime tended to be enacted mainly through a series of 

action-based scenes without scripted dialogue.” (Poppiti 42). It is clear that the line between 

circus and theatre becomes clouded at this point in the development of equestrian drama.  

Equestrian drama began to break away from circus and took on a new venue; the theater. 

As the form gained traction in both England and the United States, these plots began to meld 

most closely with melodrama. Horses offer much to a melodramatic plot. Horses embody many 

of the components that are required for melodrama. Horses represent what is good, noble, and 

trustworthy in clear opposition to the plot’s villain. Horses in equestrian melodrama are typically 

savior figures, and horses are perfect entities for the sentimentality of melodrama. Horses 

represented in this manner are seen over and over again throughout the century.  
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However, as one might imagine, the use of live horses on stage presents very real issues. 

In Mazeppa (1831), which is widely considered the most successful equestrian drama, horses 

were trained to portray both wild attributes toward the beginning of the play as well as docile 

attributes toward the end. George Sanger, who claimed to have played the role of Mazeppa over 

nine-thousand times, had this to say about the training of Mazeppa’s steed for various 

productions of the show.  

To make a good kicking, rearing, or buck-jumping horse for Mazeppa or Buffalo Bill 

business the chief instrument you require is an ordinary pin. When you approach the 

horse put your hand against the pommel of the saddle, near his withers, and prick him 

sharply there with the pin. The animal at once rears up. Directly as he does so, caress him 

to show him he is doing what you want him to do. Repeat this process a few times, and 

the horse will rear to the tap of the finger without the pin, and, what is more, he never 

forgets the lesson. To make a horse fling up from behind the pin the process is repeated at 

the back of the saddle on the crupper. A few simultaneous touches on crupper and withers 

together produce the buck-jump. In this way you might within a week produce a hundred 

fiery, untamed steeds if you happened to want them” (Sanger 206). 

He would go on to outline a similar Pavlovian system for training horses to be forcibly calm. 

Now, today these practices will most likely seem inhumane, but they allow us to better 

understand what sorts of systems were in use to try to incorporate horses into these stage shows. 

As to what sort of measures were taken to train equine actors playing Queen Bess, it is 

impossible to say as the first-hand accounts have not been found, but it can be inferred that a 

similar process is undergone.  
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 This brings up an interesting point, though. Just what was expected of an equine actor in 

a company producing In Old Kentucky? Well, Queen Bess most certainly races in scene four of 

act three. The mare is also required to be led from a burning stable in act two as well as being 

seen in the paddock scenes. While the horse portraying Queen Bess may not need to show the 

range that Mazeppa’s steed does, there is still much that can go wrong. Not to mention, the race 

scene features more mares than just Queen Bess. In fact, as only can happen in live theatre, 

Queen Bess lost a race at the Ashland Oaks when performing in Kansas City, Missouri. The 

Kansas City Star reported, 

When Madge and Queen Bess crossed under the wire at the Grand Opera House about 10 

o’clock last night it was the seventy-second time the race had been run on a Kansas City 

stage. The result of the race was the same every time but once, when a dark horse broke 

away from the stage hands and beat Queen Bess (“The Seventy-Second Performance”, 2). 

Such a scene would have been funny to witness. Queen Bess’s loss would certainly change the 

end of the show, but as is customary in the theatre, the show must go on.  

Things go wrong in live theatre and when live animals are involved, such is the case with 

equestrian drama, when things are even more out of human control. It is this element of 

equestrian drama that truly impacted audiences for nearly thirty years across the United States. 

Various newspapers from many cities continued to report that one sure-fire thrill was the 

“spirited horse race”. It never failed to bring audiences to their feet. 

 While Queen Bess’s loss to another “dark horse” in Kansas City would certainly have 

been a funny sight to see, not all mishaps of the equestrian stage are as light hearted as the wrong 

horse crossing the finish line in the quintessential race scene. In fact, such cases as the January 



 

49

12th performance in New York City at the Academy of Music in 1894, could escalate to be much 

more serious.  

Ellen K. Has Been Shot. — At the Saturday night performance of “In Old Kentucky”, at 

the Academy, Ellen K., one of the racehorses became frightened, and plunging through 

one of the pieces of scenery, fell and injured herself internally. Her injuries proved so 

serious that the animal has been shot (“Ellen K.”, 8). 

An incident such as this would most certainly have halted the performance. It may have even 

cancelled the performance, although that is unclear. However, it is clear that some horse 

catastrophes were not enough to keep the show from going up while out on the road.  

 On the morning of Wednesday, January 28th, 1898, at approximately 1 a.m., a train 

carrying the In Old Kentucky company from its Kansas City engagement to a run in St. Louis 

caught fire. The fire was contained to the baggage and cargo cars of the train and when 

discovered, was uncoupled from the coaches. However, the cargo and baggage cars were a 

complete loss. The losses to the company were estimated at $12,000 including baggage, scenery 

and the three thoroughbred horses in the company (“Old Kentucky Horses Burned” 6). This did 

not keep the show from opening in St. Louis, though. According to reports the following day, 

The company arrived in St. Louis at 10 o’clock yesterday morning without scenery or 

wardrobe. It was booked to appear in a matinee at Havlin’s, and A.E. Morgan, the 

manager, by hard work, succeeded in keeping the engagement. The theater’s stock of 

scenery was used and the horses were secured from a St. Louis stable. The company has 

three extra sets of scenery and one of them will probably arrive in St. Louis tomorrow 

(“Still Seen” 2). 
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The incident would continue to garner media attention as Jacob Litt’s company sued the Wabash 

Railroad for damages. The railroad blamed members of the company, but the true cause of the 

fire was never uncovered with any certainty (“Its Unique Defense” 6).  
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SECTION 5: MUSIC OF IN OLD KENTUCKY 

The final element of discussion from In Old Kentucky’s popularity is the show’s music. 

The appeal of the show’s music was massive. This facet of the show was easily its most 

impactful and emblematic. That being said, it stands to be considered one of the most 

controversial. The music of In Old Kentucky is primarily attributed to its African American 

performers in the tradition of minstrelsy. It is important to address now, before going forward, 

that the nineteenth century had a different set of social mores. A historian’s job is never to justify 

or condemn the past. It is most important to present factual material for consumption by later 

generations. With that in mind, this is a very intriguing topic of discussion, which plays such a 

significant role in the study of Charles T. Dazey’s In Old Kentucky.  

It was clear from the very first review in the New York Times that the “pickaninny band”, 

as they were commonly referred, would be the play’s claim to fame. From the very top of the 

review it reads, 

If one says to another, “Did you see the little darkys at the Academy of Music last night?” 

or, mayhap, “There is funny love making in ‘In Old Kentucky’”—if these things be said, 

it will be altogether natural. Success comes to plays in the at way, and such remarks and 

others of like kind may justly be made about “In Old Kentucky,” which began an 

engagement at the Academy last night (“In Old Kentucky” at the Academy 4). 

The very first impression made by the review implied that the “darkys”, a reference to the band 

at the top of Act Two, would likely be on the lips of those who had seen In Old Kentucky.  

It is unclear as to whether or not Dazey intended to have the pickaninny band feature in 

In Old Kentucky, but it is clear that the band did not exist in the original presentation of the show 

in St. Paul, MN (“Indiana Comedy” 10). More evidence seems to suggest that the pickaninny 
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band was an afterthought, including a retrospective article in The Freeman, an African American 

newspaper out of Indianapolis, IN. The article, written in 1910 recounts the story of how the 

Woodlawn Whangdoodles, would come to be.  

One of the features of Litt & Dingwall’s production of “In Old Kentucky” … that 

never fails to make a lasting impression on the auditor, is the Pickaninny Band, a 

collection of youthful, frolicsome, Afro-Americans, whose acting, playing, dancing and 

comic abilities add much to the fun and jollity of this interesting play, and help to 

preserve admirably the atmosphere of life in Kentucky, in which environment is located 

the story and action of the play. When Charles T. Dazey first wrote “In Old Kentucky”, 

the idea of a pickaninny band never entered his mind. The play did provide for a colored 

band under the title of the “Woodlawn Whangdoodles”. The story of the introduction of 

the juvenile colored musicians in “In Old Kentucky” is interesting, particularly so in view 

of the great popularity this feature of the performance has assumed in the many years of 

its success. It was several months following the first revealment of the play that Mr. A.W. 

Dingwall, on a visit to Minneapolis, ran across a pickaninny band playing in the street. 

The “boys” were from Indianapolis, Ind., and were touring the country under the 

direction of and for- the benefit of some colored religious and educational institutions of 

the South. One of the accompanying illustrations presents a view of the Pickaninnies 

before the temptation of a “Kentucky” engagement was held out to them. It did not take 

Mr. Dingwall long to appreciate the importance of securing a band of this kind for “In 

Old Kentucky”. Negotiations at once ensued, and when “Kentucky” was on its first road 

tour at Pittsburg a Pickaninny Band was introduced and proved to be one of the most 

fascinating features in the immediately phenomenal success of this enjoyable play. In the 
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original road revealment of the play the author’s idea of the men’s band in the piece was 

much elaborated upon, and for the years of the wonderful success of this popular play the 

Pickaninny Band, both in outdoor and in stage participation has remained a popular and 

appreciated feature.  

Prior to the advent of “In Old Kentucky” it is doubtful if more than a half dozen 

pickaninnies had ever set foot beyond a stage door. But with the advent of “In Old 

Kentucky”, the widespread interest created can best be judged by the statement that there 

are now perhaps no less than five thousand colored actors struggling for fame. The 

question is often asked as to where the management secures its unfailing supply of these 

little, agile Afro-Americans, all of the same age, approximately, and all more or less 

gifted as musicians. Not from the cotton fields nor the plantations, but from Indianapolis, 

that popular place of residence of the colored man.  

John Powell, the leader of the band lives here in Indianapolis, and during the dozen 

years or more that it has been his duty to play in the band, direct it, manage it and 

especially to reorganize it as soon as the colored boys grow beyond Mr. Powell’s artistic 

deadline, they have been supplied by other pickaninnies from this city, and the visible 

supply of them would worry a crop statistician. To belong to “Mistah Pow’l’s band of Ol’ 

Kentucky” is in itself most important to the youthful colored lad, and to receive musical 

instruction at Powell’s summer school of band instruction is the prime ambition of all the 

tender, youthful colored lads of Indianapolis, and it is with regret and sorrow that, as the 

years go by, they find themselves up against the “deadline” and are forced to resign in 

favor of some more youthful and smaller sized aspirant for musical and terpsichorean 

honors (“In Old Kentucky At the Park Theatre 8).  
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Figure 8. Pickaninny Band before In Old Kentucky, on the street, and on stage; “’In Old 

Kentucky’ at the Park.” The Freeman [Indianapolis, IN], 1910 

This article highlights key elements of In Old Kentucky’s music that helped garner success for 

the production and also changed the entertainment landscape.  

 Whether or not they were originally intended as a scripted sensation of the play or not, 

the pickaninny band of In Old Kentucky changed the position of African Americans in 

entertainment. Similar entertainment to that of the pickaninny scene at the top of Act Two had 

been seen in the “plant show” tradition. A plant show regards an African American 

entertainment form that was meant to be representational of plantation life in the South before 

the Civil War. However, In Old Kentucky elevated the “plant show” to become a piece of 

legitimate dramatic action inside of a full production with primarily white performers.  

 The Woodlawn Whangdoodles, so named for the bluegrass plantation owned by Frank 

Layson, had multiple functions for Litt & Dingwall’s production of In Old Kentucky. Most 

obviously they were a feature of the stage production of the play, of course, but they also served 

as promotional entertainment. As was the custom of many productions in the nineteenth and 
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early twentieth centuries, travelling productions would make a spectacle of their arrival in town. 

In Old Kentucky was no different, and the Woodlawn Whangdoodles figured prominently in this 

spectacle. As highlighted in the photograph above, the pickaninny band would march in a street 

parade upon entering town. This was commonly written up in the papers and served as publicity 

for the production. The parade, while not specific to In Old Kentucky, certainly drummed up 

business, but the Whangdoodles continued to gain popularity in their own right. On December 

22, 1893, during the show’s original Broadway run, The New York Times reported the earliest 

recorded example of a competition with the Woodlawn Whangdoodles.  

Rivalry in “Old Kentucky.”—Master Peter Garland, a young colored boy of this city, is 

dancing against Burt Grant in the pickaninny scene of “In Old Kentucky” at the 

Academy, in an effort to wrest the championship from Grant (“Rivalry in “Old 

Kentucky” 8). 

In fact, this would become a staple of the production for the rest of its productions in both New 

York and on the road. Weekly contests were conducted between the company's pickaninny band 

and the local talent.  

Sometimes the competition would be between dancers, sometimes between musicians, 

but the weekly competition always drew crowds to the theatre for the show. In Kansas City the 

affair went down like this, according to the Kansas City Star,  

A delegation of pickaninnies approached Manager Judah of the Grand Opera House 

the other day and challenged the professional pickaninnies of “In Old Kentucky” to dance 

for the championship of Kansas City. …  

After due consultation with the professionals a contest for a gold medal was set. … 
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The daily marching through the streets this week of the pickaninny band belonging to 

the “In Old Kentucky show has caused a daily upheaval and avalanche of Kansas City 

pickaninnies. … 

Saturday night’s contest will be a howling but systematic affair. Each darky will be 

numbered and tagged. The committee of judges will be composed of the famous ex-clog 

dancer Don Hale and two newspapermen. The pickaninnies will have to dance their best 

because all points will be considered and the prize critically awarded (“A Contest of 

Pickaninnies 7). 

The involvement of African American populations in the theatre had never been higher. Crowds 

were packing the galleries to see professionals to whom they aspired. As the article from The 

Freeman mentioned, “widespread interest” had been created regarding the pickaninny band.  

 African American talents were essential to the success of In Old Kentucky. The impact In 

Old Kentucky had on upcoming generations of African American performers is hard to estimate. 

However, some research has revealed to some degree just how much the production may have 

inspired the up-and-coming African American entertainers. These weekly contests that occurred 

on the road had countless participants. Considering that In Old Kentucky had three touring 

companies and productions in New York and Brooklyn, there was a lot of opportunity for 

African American performers to be seen and discovered by In Old Kentucky sponsorship. Such 

names as Willie Covan, Eubie Blake, and Bill “Bojangles” Robinson have had early career starts 

with the In Old Kentucky company.  

 Willie Covan, who would later go on to be featured in the Broadway musical Shuffle 

Along (1921) as a part of The Four Covans, won an In Old Kentucky sponsored competition just 

six years earlier in Chicago. Considering that most accounts of these competitions come from 
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white newspapermen, his first-person account as an African American man is extremely 

valuable. In Mark Knowles book Tap Roots, Covan’s story is retold and allows us a glimpse of 

what it was like for these entertainers looking for their big break on the In Old Kentucky stage. 

As the show had many incarnations and toured extensively, its regular contests 

introduced many talented young tap dancers, including Willie Covan, who won the 

contest in Chicago in 1915. Covan related that most dancers began their dance with the 

traditional time-step to set the beat, which actually shortened the time they had to do the 

rest of their routines. “So I came jumping out with a Wing, a Grab Off, and a Roll, and 

managed to get in a lot of new stuff before my time ran out.” Covan easily won the 

contest; the audience rushed him backstage and carried him out on their shoulders, 

ensuring Covan’s fame from then on (Knowles 121). 

Some of that new stuff he would later use to teach to the stars of Hollywood, including his 

“around the world” step.  

 Eubie Blake, of Sissle and Blake fame, got his start in the pit orchestra of the 1902 

production of In Old Kentucky at The Academy of Music nearly twenty years before writing the 

music for Shuffle Along when he and Willie Covan would work together. Interestingly, Eubie 

Blake witnessed Bill “Bojangles” Robinson take home gold in another In Old Kentucky 

sponsored competition. Since competitions were only accompanied by a stop-time banjo, Eubie 

Blake was able to seat himself in the audience along Bert Williams and George Walker for the 

competition. While Eubie Blake recalls the competition between Harry Swinton and Robinson as 

being unfair, Robinson did win the competition that Friday (Haskins 52-53).  

 Eubie Blake, Willie Covan, Bert Williams, George Walker, and Bill Robinson were all 

names that launched African American entertainment further into the mainstream consciousness 
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throughout the twentieth century. While calling In Old Kentucky an integrated cast by today’s 

standards would probably be a misidentification, the show was able to open many doors to 

African American entertainers. The pickaninny band was most certainly a draw to all crowds, but 

it literally opened doors for African American individuals who had likely never have seen theatre 

or have had very limited access to it.  

 It was not easy, even for those who broke barriers in the company of In Old Kentucky. 

Eubie Blake recalls his experience in the company at New York bleakly, “‘We were there two 

weeks,’ Blake recalled years later. ‘A wagon pulled up to the theater, unloaded us, picked us up 

after the show, and took us to a dump on Bleeker Street where we slept. Same thing every day-- I 

never even saw 14th Street’” (Haskins 51). In Kansas City the African Americans in the 

company were blamed for the train fire that took down the company’s stock scenery, costumes, 

and horses. They served as the scapegoat in the trial between the railroad and Jacob Litt’s 

company (“Its Unique Defense” 6). While the newspapers read, “The Lads are well cared for on 

the road and are the happiest darkies in the world, at home and abroad. This is one of the features 

that has helped make In Old Kentucky a perennial (Haskins 51).  

 The African American entertainers were most certainly one of the features that kept In 

Old Kentucky on the American stage for over 30 years. The history of the show’s performers is 

sordid, to say the least, but its impact is clear. For white audiences the pickaninny band was a 

topic of fascination and a portal back to a different time and place. For African American 

audiences the pickaninny band represented opportunity and identity. African Americans across 

the nation gathered on streets, in galleries, and even on stages to be a part of In Old Kentucky. 

Some of them were even made into stars in their own right. These performers, whose careers 
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began working on In Old Kentucky, have achieved fame that has arguably outlasted Dazey and In 

Old Kentucky itself.   
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EPILOGUE 

 Charles T. Dazey’s work, specifically In Old Kentucky, was a product of its time. Much 

is still left to be rediscovered about the era. To think that a play that held the stage for over thirty 

years has been nearly forgotten by history is astonishing. In Old Kentucky and countless plays 

like it face the same fate. The sheer number of people who once had first person accounts of the 

play is astronomical. Now only those “in the know” remember In Old Kentucky.  

More should remember the work of Charles T. Dazey, including In Old Kentucky. If even 

one more person is made aware of this figure in American theatre’s contributions, then it is my 

belief that this thesis has been successful. Like myself, Charles T. Dazey came from the middle 

of the map but he touched the lives of millions with his stories. It is my hope that through an 

analysis of his work, that a more thorough understanding of our past has been achieved. 

Melodrama, specifically American melodrama, has merit. It spoke to audiences on an aesthetic, 

emotional, and dramatic level. In Old Kentucky, as a piece of melodramatic literature had 

multiple reasons for being a perennial favorite amongst Americans. Of all the melodramas 

written in this time period, it remained on the stage for nearly half a century. That fact alone is 

likely the most reliable test of In Old Kentucky’s merit.  

 

Figure 9. Charles T. Dazey’s gravesite; photo by Dakotta L. Hagar 
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