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Letter from the Editors
♫ Welcome to the second issue of PlayNotes for 
the 2014-2015 season and the music-infused world of Florence Foster 
Jenkins. With humor and reverence, Souvenir is a love letter to an iconic 
American performer, Florence Foster Jenkins, from her less-famous 
accompanist, Cosme McMoon. With unwavering dedication to her 
craft and awe-inspiring confidence, Jenkins sings her way through the 
opera cannon and onto the stage of Carnegie Hall. 

Souvenir is a play with music, so with this edition of PlayNotes, we 
delve into some of the finer points of opera (p. 12) and famous musical 
institutions (pp. 14-15). To get to know the real Florence Foster Jenkins 
and Cosme McMoon, we have biographies on both musicians (pp. 10-
11). In addition to this background information, we explore how the 
brain interacts with music (pp. 19-20) and how performers like Jenkins 
rise to popularity, against all odds (pp. 21-22 & 23-24).

One thing you can find in every PlayNotes guide are “Focus Questions” 
(p. 7). We put them near the front of the guide for a purpose. Focus 
Questions offer a number of different ideas and themes for you 
to consider as you read the articles in PlayNotes or as you watch the 
production. For teachers, Focus Questions can be used as a jumping-
off point for class discussions. Together with “Instant Lessons” (p. 25), 
they offer our education staff ’s suggestions of ways to use PlayNotes in 
your classroom before or after you attend a Student Matinee. And don’t 
forget to check out the PlayNotes Podcast for Souvenir— available right 
now for download on our website! To share any comments on PlayNotes 
or ask any questions you may have about our Education programs, 
you can always contact us at 774-1043 extension 105 or education@
portlandstage.org. We’d love to hear from you! ♫

Sincerely yours,
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Florence, and continues to play piano for others years 
after their partnership has ended. Though it might 
not be the flashy career he dreams of, Cosme has the 
dedication to practice his craft in the face of adversity.

In many ways, Florence and Cosme are perfect for each 
other. Their tenacious dedication to their artistic work 
in the face of great critical adversity reveals two kindred 
spirits who have the strength to follow their dreams, 
no matter what their critics say. Though the life of 
Florence Foster Jenkins  is full of comedic material, 
Souvenir strives to show the strength of character and 
depth of feeling that these two people share, both 
with each other and the world. Just like many modern 
performers, the self-confidence of Florence and Cosme 
demonstrates the belief in artistic passion and moxie 
that is at the heart of this play. ♫

About the Play
Our modern culture is saturated by YouTube videos 
and Facebook posts in which people showcase their 
lack of vocal ability. We watch shows like American 
Idol as often as not for their comedic value rather 
than their artistic sensibility. Although lack of talent 
inspires laughter or pity, one can’t help but recognize 
the strength of character it takes to present oneself to 
an increasingly global audience in such an unfiltered 
context. Examples of this self-deprecating brand of 
courage are commonplace today, but in the past, it 
required a specific blend of money, social standing, and 
guts to make a national impression. Florence Foster 
Jenkins was just that sort of performer.

Souvenir by Stephen Temperley is a poignant portrayal 
of the relationship between an opera diva and her 
devoted accompanist. The diva, none other than 
Florence Foster Jenkins of Carnegie Hall infamy, is 
passionately devoted to her craft despite the fact that 
she has no musical ability whatsoever. Her relationship 
with her accompanist, Cosme McMoon, is one of 
mutual support and respect.

On the surface, this play is about a woman who becomes 
a laughing stock of New York City, but on a deeper 
level, it is a story about her unwavering dedication to 
making art for art’s sake. Through the eyes of Cosme, 
the audience sees the heroic side of Florence. In spite 
of the people in her past who told her that she had 
no talent, her actual lack of talent, and the laughter 
of the audience, Florence sings her way to a Carnegie 
Hall performance. Not content to let others dictate 
the terms by which she lives her life, Florence stops at 
nothing to fulfill her own artistic impulses.

Souvenir explores the validity of Florence’s perseverance. 
In the play, Cosme questions why Florence would 
pursue singing in public and why he continues to 
accompany her. Ultimately, the answer for him lies 
in Florence’s warm personality and unwavering set of 
ideals. Once Cosme gets to know Florence as a person 
and a performer, he respects her fortitude.

There can be no doubt that Florence had an unabashedly 
authentic personality. Her artistic integrity is mirrored 
in a less brash fashion by Cosme. Like Florence, 
Cosme is pursuing his own artistic goals and creating 
music. His songs never gain the traction or acclaim that 
Florence’s singing does, but his devotion to writing 
them continues. Cosme’s career as a concert pianist 
stalls but he finds financial security playing piano for 

Judy Kaye as Florence Foster Jenkins in 
the Broadway production of Souvenir, 2005.
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Focus Questions
• Cosme McMoon was Florence Foster Jenkins’s accompanist—he played piano for her in rehearsal and 

performance. Florence Foster Jenkins was a singer. Do you think the ultimate career goals of these two 
professions are similar or diff erent? How so? 

• Do you think that it is a responsibility of celebrities to give back to the community through charity? Or do 
they deserve the right to keep all of their earnings?

• Is there a diff erence between a talented musician versus a popular one? How does someone who is truly 
talented become famous? How do you feel about famous singers who use assistance like auto-tuning? Are 
they authentic in their performance? Should they be considered as talented as  someone who does not 
use corrective technology? 

• Are there such things as “good fame” and “bad fame”? Which should be more valued? In our society, which do 
you think gets more value? 

• Th ink of your favorite singer, band, or type of music. What makes it appealing to you? Why do you like their 
music? Do you notice patterns in your own taste in music? What about your family or friends?

• When we see awful singers audition on “American Idol,” we tend to remember them more than the good 
singers. Do you think we admire their bravery for auditioning and see them as heroes, or do we like them 
more because we can pity them and laugh at their expense? 

• In the play, Florence Foster Jenkins sports some ridiculous costumes. Do you think the addition of a silly, 
outrageous costume can add value to a performance or distract from it?  Why do performers wear costumes or 
special attire?

• Is it ever appropriate to lie or not tell the whole truth? Are white lies sometimes the best way to approach 
situations, or should we never lie, no matter the consequence?

• If you know someone you care about is about to humiliate themselves, do you try to stop them? Even if it is 
going to hurt their feelings?  Even if it means they may not be your friend anymore?

• Th ere are many people who feel emotionally aff ected when they listen to opera, the genre ofmusic Florence 
Foster Jenkins liked to sing. Do you have a song or other piece of music with which you have an emotional 
connection? Why do you think that is? Is it linked to a memory or does it have to do with the way the music 
fi lls your head? 

• What changes when you perform for a small group of people you know versus a large crowd of strangers? Do 
you prefer one situation more than the other? Which would make you feel more comfortable?
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Stephen Temperley was born in London on July 29, 
1949 to Joseph and Mary Temperley. When Temperley 
was 16, his family moved to the United States so his 
father could further pursue his career as a jazz musician. 
Once in the United States, Temperley enrolled in the 
American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York. 
Soon after completing his training, he was cast in 
Henry IV, Part I and II and Invitation to a Beheading at 
the Public Theater.

Later, Temperley was drafted to 
serve in the Vietnam War. Upon 
the suggestion of his new friend 
Vivian Matalon, he moved to 
London to avoid the draft, where 
he also went on his first date 
with Matalon. During his time 
there he was in  Very Good Eddie 
at Piccadilly Theatre, Happy End 
at Lyric Theatre, and The Garden 
at Hampstead Theatre Club, as 
well as regional productions and 
tours in the U.K.

In 1977, Temperley returned to 
the United States to perform after President Carter 
pardoned the draft dodgers. Some highlights included 
being in the original Broadway cast of Crazy for You 
and Up Against It at the Off-Broadway Public Theatre.

Temperley is not only an accomplished actor but also a 
talented playwright. His first play was Beside the Seaside, 
produced at the Hudson Guild Theater in 1981. This 
production also marked his first artistic collaboration 
with Matalon, who has since directed all of Stephen’s 
written work. In the years since, he has written several 
other plays, most recently Songbook: A New Play with 
Music, presented by the York 
Theatre in 2013.

Souvenir, his most successful 
play, was one of the top ten 
most-produced plays in the 
United States from 2008 to 
2010, according to American 
Theater Magazine. In an 
NPR “Snap Judgment” 
segment, Temperley talks 
about the first time he heard 
a recording of Florence 
Foster Jenkins, around 

1980: “I thought this is very strange. Something very, 
very strange is going on here. The more I listened to 
that record, the stranger I thought it was.” Matalon 
recommended he write a play about her.

The play went through many drafts during the 25 
years before it opened on Broadway. Temperley 
ultimately realized that it was most effective to write 

the play through the eyes of her 
accompanist, Cosme McMoon. 
Temperley said, “As a writer, 
one spends a lot of time trying 
to get pieces read, trying to get 
people to do your work, and it’s 
very hard not to think you’re 
just a fool . . . The attraction for 
me, as a performer and writer, is 
that there is no actor worth his 
salt that doesn’t, in the middle 
of a performance, think, ‘Am I 
just making a complete fool of 
myself ?’ I think it is one of the 
reasons people in the business 
react to the play as they do.” 
The jazz music that makes up 

Cosme’s aural world is also personally meaningful for 
Temperley because of his father’s career. He grew up 
hearing his father play much of the jazz music featured 
in Souvenir.

Today, Temperley’s plays are produced across the 
United States and around the world, in Germany, 
Sweden, Scandinavia, Japan South America, and 
Australia. Temperley lives with his husband and 
collaborator Matalon, in Glenford, New York. They 
have been together for 44 years. When asked about 
the difficulties of working so much with his spouse, 

Temperley said, “Actually 
we are so much on the 
same wavelength over most 
things that we never have a 
problem. As colleagues, we 
work together. As partners, 
we live together. We’ve never 
let the two worlds mix.” This 
continues today, as they live 
happily with their four dogs, 
working in their garden and 
contributing their artistic 
talents to the stage.♫

Stephen Temperley, circa 2012.

About the Playwright

Stephen Temperley and Vivian Matalon attend the premiere 
of the Broadway production of Souvenir, November 2005.
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Nearly 30 years ago, director Vivian Matalon suggested 
the idea of a play about the life of Florence Foster 
Jenkins to his husband, playwright Stephen Temperley. 
After attempting several different approaches to the 
subject, he eventually decided to write the play through 
the perspective of Jenkins’s accompanist.

The first public presentation of Souvenir occurred as 
part of the York Theatre Company’s Development 
Reading Series in New York City in 2004. This early 
reading served as a gage by which to judge audience 
reactions, and to suggest possible revisions to Temperley 
and the rest of the creative team. Matalon, a long-time 
collaborator with Temperley, directed this workshop, 
and remained with the show through its run.

The York Theatre Company welcomed Souvenir back 
a year later as a full production as it prepared for its 
Broadway debut. The show enjoyed 14 previews before 
relocating to the Lyceum Theatre on November 10, 
2005. While the subject matter had critics worried that 
Souvenir could turn into an opportunity to revive a 
decades old joke, opening night produced good reviews. 
Ben Brantley of the New York Times remarked, “That 
Souvenir . . . emerges as more than a freak show has 
to do with its author’s heartfelt insistence on moving 
beyond the punch line.”

Souvenir ran for 68 performances before closing on 
January 8, 2006, maintaining the same cast—Judy 
Kaye as Florence Foster Jenkins and Donald Corren as 
Cosme McMoon—throughout. The production, with 

its original cast, went onto a national tour. Since then, 
Souvenir has received numerous regional productions 
throughout the country at such theaters as Asolo 
Repertory Theatre in Florida, Lyric Stage Company 
in Boston, and its West Coast premiere at San Jose 
Repertory Theatre. It was one of the top ten most-
produced plays from 2008 to 2010 for theaters in the 
United States. 

More recently, a performance of Souvenir at the 
Pittsburgh Playhouse closed on October 12. The 
director of that production, Tomé Cousin, described 
his impression of Jenkins in an interview with 
the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review: “She was ardently, 
completely committed . . . One of her beauties was that 
she was completely innocent.” ♫

Judy Kaye in Souvenir, 2005.

Plays by 
Stephen Temperley

Songbook (2013)
The Pilgrim Papers (2006)

Souvenir (2005)
Money/Mercy (1998)

Dance with Me (1996)
Beside the Seaside (1981)

Production History
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Cosmé McMunn, Jr. was born on 
February 21, 1901, in the city of 
Mapimí in the state of Durango 
in México. His parents were 
Cosmé McMunn, Sr. and Maria 
Valdez. His father’s parents were 
Irish immigrants. His mother’s 
ancestors had lived in Mapimí 
since before the nineteenth 
century, but his family was forced 
to leave during the Mexican 
Revolution. The family relocated 
to San Antonio, Texas, where 
most of the McMunn-Valdez 
descendants still reside. He 
graduated from high school in San 
Antonio around 1918 and moved 
to New York City in 1920.

His considerable musical ability 
was obvious from a young age. He first received 
piano lessons from a cousin, and then, in his twenties, 
from master teachers in New York and Europe. He 
relocated across the country in search of more career 
opportunities. His first public recital was in 1922 at 
the Plaza Hotel. Around this time, he dropped the 
accent mark from his first name and revised his last 
name to McMoon, so that his non-Spanish-speaking 
friends would say the vowels like the proper Spanish 
pronunciation. He played and taught piano and wrote 
music. His students and peers considered him not only 
an adept accompanist, but also an excellent teacher 
and performer. Though he was generally considered 
gifted, hardworking, and patient, his concert pianist 
aspirations never materialized.   

During this time, McMoon 
met the socialite Florence 
Foster Jenkins. Initially, 
he agreed only to help her 
plan her programs and 
coach a little of her singing. 
Sometimes he would 
accompany her, if he needed 
the money. But when Jenkins 
fired her accompanist of six 
years, Edwin McArthur, for 
laughing at her during a 
public performance, she 
hired McMoon to replaced 
him. He retained that 

role from 1934 until her death a 
decade later.

In all of Jenkins’s performances 
and recordings, McMoon was 
her crucial yet invisible guide. 
He was good for her not only 
because he could keep a straight 
face during her performances, but 
also because he could transpose 
music and change keys while 
playing, an invaluable skill while 
accompanying such a versatile 
singer. He did not think she had 
any musical ability or talent and 
truly believed that she could not 
hear her own singing properly. Yet 
he admired her spirit and love of 
the craft and was happy to play for 
her. They would only practice for 

a few months to prepare for her annual concert, giving 
McMoon financial independence for the rest of the 
year to compose, perform, and live however he liked.

After Jenkins’s death, McMoon continued to live in 
New York City and made his living teaching piano 
lessons and coaching singers. In his free time, he was an 
amateur bodybuilder and master chess player. He also 
enjoyed messing around with complex mathematics 
and betting on horse races. He was never one for high 
society or hoopla, living alone—his contemporaries 
guessed that he was possibly a “lifelong bachelor”—
with modest means for the rest of his life. When 
asked, he spoke honestly about Jenkins’s singing but 
affectionately about her.

Cosme McMoon died of 
pancreatic cancer on August 
25, 1980 surrounded by 
family in San Antonio. 
He has been defined in  
history by his connection to 
Jenkins, though his time as 
her accompanist and advisor 
was a brief portion of his 
life. His diffidence was an 
odd partner for Jenkins’s 
infamy, but his kindness and 
skill made an indelible mark 
on her music, which survives 
them both.♫

Biography of Cosme McMoon

Cosme McMoon, circa 1930.

McMoon accompanies Florence Foster Jenkins, circa 1935.
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Born May 19, 1868, in Wilkes-Barre, 
Pennsylvania, Nascina Florence Foster 
was not obviously marked for greatness. 
She developed a love of music very 
young; however, her singing quickly 
became a target for criticism. Her 
wealthy parents never encouraged her 
musical aspirations. When she was 17, 
they refused to send her abroad to study 
music, so she eloped to Philadelphia 
with Francis Jenkins, a physician nearly 
twice her age. After two decades, their 
marriage ended in a sour divorce. The 
bereft divorcée, who had changed 
her name to Florence Foster Jenkins, 
then supported herself by teaching 
and playing piano and briefly returned to her parents’ 
home. But when her father died in 1909, she received 
an inheritance which allowed her to transform her life, 
first by relocating to New York City.

The now-independently wealthy Jenkins made a home 
in Manhattan’s Hotel Seymour right as the Gilded 
Age was gaining momentum. She was a well-liked, 
productive socialite, serving on the boards of several 
charities for the arts, often supporting them with her 
own money and organizing social events. She founded 
and led the Verdi Club, a social organization to support 
American musicians, at the cost of two thousand 
dollars a year. 

Eventually, she felt it was only right that she herself 
perform in the benefit concerts she organized. Her 
first annual recital in 1912 was a small, invitation-only 
affair for charity in the foyer of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. 
(For Jenkins, “small” meant 800 attendees, with police 
hired to deal with the deluge of gatecrashers.) After 
her mother’s death in 1928, she embraced her passion, 
ignored her teachers’ consistent criticism, and finally 
commenced, in full force, the career she had long 
dreamt of, as a coloratura soprano.

For several years, her concerts were a highlight of the 
upper echelon’s social calendar. In 1934, she hired Cosme 
McMoon, who accompanied her for the remainder 
of her life. Signing autographs as “Lady Florence” or 
“Madame Jenkins,” she had no talent, skill, or musical 
ability and was probably pitch-poor or tone-deaf. Yet 
“Flo” became both a beloved celebrity and a famous 
joke.  Hordes of devoted fans, including professional 
musicians, attended her concerts, more for the comedy 

than her singing. Cole Porter never 
missed a single one, although he often 
needed to dig his cane into his foot to 
hold back laughter. He even wrote her 
a song. What Jenkins viewed as tears of 
emotional catharsis from her audiences 
were the result of handkerchiefs stuffed 
into their mouths to muffle giggles.

In elaborate, garish, and historically 
silly costumes of her own design, she 
acted and danced through some of the 
most ambitious lieders and arias of the 
operatic canon, mispronouncing foreign 
languages and disregarding musical 
notation. After great bursts of applause, 

she would stop singing mid-phrase to bow repeatedly. 

The pinnacle of Jenkins’s career was her performance 
at Carnegie Hall on October 25, 1944. Revered as a 
great success by her fans, and a complete travesty by 
newspaper critics in attendance, this was to be the 
77-year-old’s final hurrah. A month and a day later, she 
died of a heart attack.

In the twentieth century,  Florence Foster Jenkins 
faded into the obscurity that befalls many pop culture 
phenomenons. Yet she is still faintly remembered 
for what has been conversely labeled as delusion or 
chutzpah. As her New York World-Telegram obituary 
said, “She was exceedingly happy in her work. It is a 
pity so few artists are.”♫

Florence Foster Jenkins, 1944.

Biography of Florence Foster Jenkins

Th e Hotel Seymour, where Jenkins lived and performed.



WorLd of the PLay

12 Souvenir

Later, composers became concerned about creating 
opera that would appeal to the recently formed middle 
class, who now had the time and resources to enjoy 
opera. The form of grand opera used familiar stories 
and exciting staging effects. At the same time, the 
French created the form of opera comique, which was 
less of a spectacle with fewer actors, simpler music, and 
comedic content. Opera buffa was the Italian version 
of this comedic style of opera. Operettas also began 
in this era. They were shorter and funny, with some 
spoken dialogue. Johann Strauss II’s operetta Die 
Fledermaus (1874) features “Adele’s Laughing Song,” a 
comic aria also performed in Souvenir.

Florence Foster Jenkins also enjoyed the 
music of Giuseppe Verdi, a composer in 
the romantic period (1827-1900). Most 
of Verdi’s operas were written in the 
“bel canto” style, which featured long, 
smooth melody lines. Richard Wagner 
was another famous composer of that 
period who thought opera should 
be a unified “total work of art” or 
Gesamtkunstwerk, meaning the piece 
fully integrates narrative, music, and 
visual staging.

During the twentieth century, many composers, 
including Kurt Weill, Igor Stravinsky, Benjamin Britten, 
Paul Hindermith, and Anton Berg began to emphasize 
drama, requiring strong actors, and experiment with 
sounds, with polytonal and/or minimalistic music. 

Opera has continued to morph, change, and evolve 
in the twenty-first century. In 
modern times, many consider 
opera to be in crisis. While 
newer operas are being written, 
they are often not produced in 
favor of older, more established 
operas. However, the state of 
opera today is not all bleak. 
In A History of Opera, Carolyn 
Abbate and Roger Parker look 
towards the future with a faith 
in opera’s past, as they state 
hopefully, “The sheer volume 

of live opera taking place around the world is far greater 
now than it was fifty years ago.” The emotional power 
of opera lives on, in the same music that Florence 
Foster Jenkins held dear.♫ 

Opera is a musical art form that has existed for more 
than four hundred years. In Italian, opera means “a 
work.” In English, it is defined as a “staged sung drama”. 
From its start, opera has been particularly concerned 
with garnering an emotional effect on audiences. Opera 
combines music, words, dance, costumes, technical 
effects, and staging to varying degrees in order to 
achieve this end.

The origins of opera are often attributed to an academic 
salon called Floretine Camarata, which was based in 
Florence, Italy during the Renaissance. During the 
1570s, this group discussed a wide variety of topics, 
including contemporary Italian and 
ancient Greek music and theater. They 
hoped to revive and transform the 
emotional power ancient Greek drama 
had on its audiences. The first opera ever 
written was Dafne (1598) by Jacopo Peri 
and Ottavio Rinuccini. Unfortunately, 
the music from this opera has not 
survived. The earliest extant complete 
opera is Claudio Monteverdi’s L’ Orfeo 
(1607) which remains popular today.

Since then, opera has evolved in 
response to its cultural and historical 
moment, with visionary composers defining and 
refining the genre. During the Baroque period (1600-
1725) opera spread throughout Western Europe. 
Composers in this era, most notably Johann Sebastian 
Bach, Georg Friedrich Handel, and Antonio Vivaldi, 
wrote spectacles with ornate vocalization and elaborate, 
expensive sets and costumes.

The baroque period mainly 
featured narratives about 
mythology and royalty. In 
response, the operas of the 
classical period (1725-1827), 
sought to focus more on 
everyday people. Composers 
including Franz Joseph Haydn, 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 
and Christoph Gluck each 
affected the genre. Mozart, in 
particular, utilized music to 
specifically convey character and emotional state. His 
opera The Magic Flute (1791) features the Queen of the 
Night’s “Der Holle Rach,” a highly difficult soprano 
aria featured in Souvenir.

History of Opera

A portrait of Giuseppe Verdi 
by Roberto Focosi, 1842.

The Queen of the Night sings in The Magic Flute 
at the Bregenz Festival, 2013.
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Popular Music in the 1940s
At his day job, Cosme McMoon played operatic 
arpeggios for Florence Foster Jenkins, who was 
oblivious to what was going on in the world beyond the 
piano. But when McMoon went out after work to less 
opulent parts of New York City, he was surrounded by 
music that reflected the times. When the United States 
joined World War II, the country’s collective mindset 
shifted into total war. This inspired the creation of 
more native art because all sorts of artists wanted to 
contribute to the war effort. More than ever before, 
in the spirit of patriotism and nationalism, Americans 
actively created and consumed their own music.

Before World War II, most music consumed in the U.S. 
was from Europe. The nation had only one professional 
symphony orchestra and few internationally recognized 
or renowned composers. Records and sheet music sales 
were at an all-time low in 1937. American musicians 
were creating less than their international counterparts. 
But when the United States joined the war, everything 
changed. The resultant growth of industry rescued the 
American economy. With more jobs and better salaries, 
disposable income returned. Many people spent their 
extra cents on tunes from jukeboxes, which had just 
started popping up in bars, pharmacies, and diners; 
two quarters for 16 songs, one nickel for three minutes 
of silence. The combination of increased output and 
accessibility made the 1940s a more musical decade 
than any before; a helpful development amidst worries 
about the draft, nuclear weapons, and rations, since 
good dancing and upbeat music served as a  temporary 
salve to wartime woes.

Initially, “hot” swing music was the public’s favorite, 
followed by “sweet” big band music. Both featured a 
live orchestra or band, led by a well-known, talented 
musician, like Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, or 
Artie Shaw. Their audiences valued entertainment and 
appearances, reflected by the groups’ dance moves, high 
fashion, and attractive bandleaders.

Swing and big band were so commercially successful 
that music recording quickly blossomed into a big 
business. For the first time, record labels and musicians 
fought over artistic control. However, as the music 
industry grew, so did its conflicts with the radio 
industry. Between censorship skirmishes, artistic 
clashes, and a boycott by the American Society of 
Composers, Authors and Publishers (the professional 
organization which controls most music loyalties), 
radio was forced to evolve. It was in this decade that 
radio shifted drastically toward its typical present-day 
focus on non-musical content.

This era was also the heyday of jazz music. Dance 
halls and bars were filled with the tunes of the greats: 
Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, Billie Holiday, Cab 
Calloway, and Nat King Cole. As a black art form, 
jazz experienced less commercial success, but live 
performance was always in demand and it fostered new 
forms like scat singing and jive talking. The biggest 
celebrities were white men who sang jazz standards. 
The “decade of the crooner” featured the likes of Frank 
Sinatra, Perry Como, and Bing Crosby, whose 1942 track 
“White Christmas” became the best-selling single of 
all time. These heartthrobs were certainly entertainers, 
performing for troops overseas and teenage girls at 
home, but they also showed pop music could be more 
than a novelty if it was socially conscious.

Outside the realm of popular music, many other sounds 
were developing, from bluegrass to gospel to zydeco. 
The country’s mood would soon lead to rock ’n roll, 
which would transform not only the next generation 
of Americans, but also the world. All from a country 
that only a few years before had little interest or 
pride in music. By 1945, singers and instrumentalists, 
like Cosme McMoon, had awakened the country’s 
collective musical consciousness, a legacy to outlast 
Florence Foster Jenkins’s histrionics.♫

Billie Holiday performs, circa 1950.

Glenn Miller conducts his band, circa 1940.
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Many a young practicing pianist may hold a grudge 
against Mischa Elman, even if they do not recognize 
his name. Elman was a celebrated Russian violinist 
who, after a career as a child prodigy in Europe, moved 
to the United States in adulthood. The story goes that 
after a rehearsal at Carnegie Hall went poorly, he left 
in a mood through the rehearsal exit. A lost tourist 
wandering down the street could not find the building’s 
front entrance. He asked Elman, “How do you get to 
Carnegie Hall?” Without stopping, an aggravated 
Elman responded, “Practice.” 

The oft-repeated joke illustrates the reputation Carnegie 
Hall has gained since its creation. For more than a 
hundred years, it has hosted a great variety of concerts, 
speeches, comedy, and debate. Carnegie Hall continues 
to be the place in New York City (and the United States) 
for musicians, foreign and domestic, to perform.

The idea to build a great music hall came about in the 
late nineteenth century, when classical music had a very 
small following in the United States. The sole large 
venue in New York City was the Metropolitan Opera 
House.  Leopold Damrosch, the founder and conductor 
of the Symphony and Oratorio Societies of New York, 
crusaded for a patron and performance space for his 
groups, but did not find either before his death in 1885.

Two years later, his son Walter, the newly minted 
25-year-old conductor of both groups, happened to be 
on the same London-bound ship as the industrialist 
Andrew Carnegie, who was honeymooning with his 
wife, Louise. The two men quickly became friends 
and Damrosch spoke of his father’s dream of a grand 
music hall. Carnegie began planning while still on his 
honeymoon. When he returned to New York City, he 

The interior of Carnegie Hall, present day.

History of Carnegie Hall

formed a corporation and bought land on 7th Avenue 
between 56th and 57th Streets. He hired architect 
William Burnet Tuthill, a board member of the Oratorio 
Society who was an accomplished cellist himself. Louise 
Carnegie laid the cornerstone on May 13, 1890. The 
construction was finished in less than a year.

The original hall was a rectangular building six stories 
high, with three large performance spaces and several 
assembly rooms. It was built of brick and stone in 
the Italian Renaissance style, with a terra cotta and 
iron-spotted brick façade. (It has undergone three 
major renovations since, adding space and altering 
decorations.) Both aesthetically and acoustically 
beautiful, this contribution to American music is still 
one of Carnegie’s greatest legacies.

On May 5, 1891, the new Music Hall opened with a 
five-day festival, with Damrosch and famed Russian 
composer Pyotr Tchaikovsky conducting. Before 
arriving in the United States, Tchaikovsky had been 
struggling with mental health issues. He found New 
York City overwhelming and this stress aggravated his 
condition, so for his entire concert at the Music Hall, 
he wrapped his non-conducting arm around his head, 
terrified by a hallucination that it was falling off. Yet, all 
in all, the public and critics acclaimed both the building 
and the performances. It was the first success of many 
to come, with the New York Philharmonic Society, 
Josef Hoffman, and Sergei Rachmaninoff following 
Tchaikovsky in the next few years.

The exterior of Carnegie Hall, 1938.
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Th e board of directors changed the name to Carnegie 
Hall in 1894 both to honor its founder and to shift 
its reputation. Music Hall sounded like a place for 
vaudeville, while the board wanted their institution to be 
taken seriously by the musical world. And it always has 
been, with the one notable exception: the October 1944 
performance by the notoriously famous singer, Florence 
Foster Jenkins. Th is concert sold out in two hours, the 
fastest in the hall’s history. Tickets sold for $2.40 were 
scalped for $20. Th e day of the concert, the surrounding 
city blocks were deluged by crowds trying to get in. Th e 
audience cheered and laughed as Lady Flo, creatively 
costumed as always, screeched and hollered through the 
greatest arias of opera, in what was to be in her fi nal 
recital. It was a surreal experience, long remembered by 
the three thousand people in attendance. Th e Carnegie 
Hall website says it best: “To go from Florence Foster 
Jenkins to the ultimate diva spans possibly every singer 
that has ever been at Carnegie Hall.”        

Since Carnegie Hall’s opening, not only historic 
composers and conductors have fi lled the stage, but also 
remarkable pianists, violinists, cellists, and singers. In 
the twentieth century, jazz musicians, folk singers, and 
even the Beatles played there. Composer and conductor 
Leonard Bernstein led the New York Philharmonic on 
its stage for decades. Today, pop and hip-hop artists 
like Jay-Z and the Roots perform in the hallowed hall. 
In addition, social visionaries have long shared their 
truths in Carnegie Hall: Jack London on communism, 
Margaret Sanger on birth control, Winston Churchill 
on war, and Clarence Darrow on prohibition. It was even 
where J.K. Rowling outed Dumbledore. So Carnegie 
Hall became the cultural gathering place envisioned by 
two American men in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. 
As Carnegie said at the laying of the hall’s cornerstone, 
“It is built to stand for ages, and during these ages it is 
probable that this Hall will intertwine itself with the 
history of our country.”♫

As a wealthy high class socialite, Florence Foster Jenkins was fond of spending 
her money on the trendiest, most expensive clothing. While most women 
in the 1940s were working in factories and trying to conserve materials for 
the war, upper-class women still participated in high fashion. Th ey wore tight 
dresses with tiny waists and big shoulder pads. Dresses had lower necklines, 
allowing the necks to appear elongated. Peplum tops were also popular and 
fl attering for women of this time.  Although Florence performed in the 1940s, 
her personal style was from an earlier age. Her best homage to the ’40s style 
can be seen in her World War II costume. Th e rest of her themed costumes 
showed her artistic fl air by highlighting diff erent cultures and time periods.♫

Socialite Fashion in the 1940s

Th e audience awaits the start of Jenkins’s recital, 1944.

Jenkins in costume for a 
tableaux vivant, circa 1930.
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Wayne Barker most recently co-conceived, arranged and conducted the 
acclaimed Sing For Your Shakespeare at Westport Country Playhouse. 
Previously at WCP, he was music director for Mark Lamos’ stagings of 
Into the Woods and She Loves Me as well as A Little Night Music 
at Baltimore`s Center Stage. While at Center Stage, he also conducted 
Caroline or Change and The Boys from Syracuse in productions directed 
by David Schweizer. He recently created and performed live the score for 
the new Beth Henley play Laugh, presented at New York Stage and Film 
and coming to the Studio Theater in Washington DC in 2015. Barker was 
composer of the Tony Award-winning Peter and the Starcatcher, which 
earned him a Drama Desk Award and a Tony Award nomination. He 
performed with Dame Edna Everage for five years, writing the music and 
appearing in Dame Edna: Back with a Vengeance and contributing 
to All About Me, co-starring Michael Feinstein, as well as songwriting 
for the Dame Edna’s upcoming USA Farewell Tour. He has contributed 
arrangements to symphony pops programs, including those presented by the 
New York Pops, Los Angeles Philharmonic, Minnesota Orchestra and the 
Baltimore, Chicago, San Francisco and St. Louis symphonies, among others.

PlayNotes interviewed him at the end of the first week of rehearsals for Souvenir. 

PlayNotes: What sparked your interest in music and theater?

Wayne Barker: Well, everyone in my family had a hobby. I was looking for mine. My mother was interested 
in theater and actually became a costume shop manager for a local college. She took me to my first shows, The 
Mikado and Much Ado About Nothing.  Also one of my dear friend’s mother was an actress in New York. She was 
quite well known and was doing big stuff. So, by default, I was around a lot of theater and it became my hobby. 

PN: What made you decide to move to Portland, Maine?

WB: When I moved out of NYC in September 2013, I put a lot of my things in storage and traveled around for 
a while visiting family and friends. I have dear friends on Vinalhaven and stayed there for much of last November 
and December. I was done with New York. Passing through Portland I liked it. There is great food, great people, 
and great smells. New York is not a fragrant city. And whenever Portland is mentioned, there’s usually someone 
who adds “Great town!” 

PN: You are most well known for composing the Broadway musical, Peter and the Starcatcher. What is a 
favorite memory from that experience?

WB: Oh, it was great. My favorite memory concerns Rick Elice who wrote the play. He is the kind of man who 
writes the script and, by the time he turns it in, knows the way the sets, lights and costumes should be. Many 
people do this, but the thing about Rick is that he is always right.  I was working with him on a song in the second 
act. We were tossing around ideas and eventually Rick was hitting me with his script telling me that I was just 
changing the tune because I was bored.  He said “Go with your first impulse! Your first impulse is great!” He is the 
first person I have ever worked with to articulate the legitimacy of one’s first impulse.

Community Connections:
An Interview with Wayne Barker
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PN: What is your composition process like?

WB: I think about this all the time. Process is really interesting. For 
me, I just see it or hear it. It takes a while to have the proper tune 
fall into my head, but then when it does, I have the whole thing. 
I know this because I have a friend who composes with a specifi c 
process. He has to talk to the director, test things out, then has an 
A-B-C-D-E-F process. I fi rst fell into a composition niche was 
when I was working as an improv pianist. Th e primary skill for that 
position is to take a suggestion and just play.  Not think about it, 
just play. Th en two notes in, you actually start to think about what 
you should be playing. Th at suited me just fi ne. It is similar to acting 
that you just need to make a choice! But here is the downside to 
my method: when a director says to someone with a process that he 
needs him to just change part F, then he can go through the steps and just change F. In my case, I blurt something 
out, then when I need to change just one little thing, I can’t. I have to go rewrite out a whole new tune and try to 
fi nd something that is more right. 

PN: What appeals to you about Cosme McMoon as an artist, composer, and accompanist? Why do you think 
he stuck with Florence?

WB: As depicted in the play, it’s just a lucky referral which brings him to her. Singers and pianists are fi nding 
each other all the time, sometimes just for an hour to run through a couple of songs, and sometimes ongoing 
professional relationships develop, usually very gradually. Cosme makes it pretty clear he, at fi rst, needed the work, 
i.e. the money. And Madame Florence Jenkins paid well. What is so interesting is how his attitude changes. He 
fi nds himself experiencing music in a new way—accompanying in a new way—because of how she sings. Th e rules 
of “making beautiful music” don’t apply. Cosme, the narrator, is in his fi fties, looking back on his twenties and 
thirties with decidedly mixed feelings. In his twenties, he had a lot of vague ideas about all the music he would 
spend his life writing—but not very much of that came to pass. He had a long, trusted association with a unique 
artist, someone he knows he’ll be asked about forever, but which does nothing for his own professional stature. I 
myself am about to turn fi fty and the bittersweet looking back is coming on full bore. Some of Cosme’s musings 
could be pages from my diary.

PN: What is your opinion of the real Florence Foster Jenkins’s career?

WB: First of all harmless. It might have been frustrating to know Florence because we would have been waiting 
for her to talk to us like a real person, instead of always acting her character.  But it was a diff erent world back 
then, there was the idea of society. We are now moving into a more enlightened age, in which it is not cool to 
laugh at someone because they are bad, and it is true 
that someone can be called a bad singer and yet you still 
get something valuable out of their performance. But 
you just got to hand it to her. As depicted in the play, I 
believe that she experienced music her own way, she was 
truly not bothered by bad reviews, and she truly lived in 
an inspired state. Th ere is the familiar, unfortunate plight 
of a provincial artist who is a success in his home town 
but then isn’t good enough to succeed in the big bad city. 
Florence presents a fascinating reversal: she was perceived 
by embarrassed friends as a failure in her early life, but 
when she moved to New York, she was immediately—
what is the word? acclaimed? Recognized? . . . Everyone 
deserves a right to reinvent themselves. Th at is the great 
American prerogative. Reinvention.♫ Broadway production of Peter and the Starcatcher, 2012.

Rick Elice, book writer for Peter and the 
Starcatcher, and Wayne Barker, 2012.
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Interview with the Director
Ron Botting is an Aff iliate Artist at Portland Stage. As a director 
for Portland Stage, he has worked on The Whale by Shelly Berc, 
Longfellow: A Life in Words by Daniel Noel, The Real McGonagal 
by Willy Holtzman, Wittenberg by David Davalo, and last season’s 
Vigil by Morris Panych. As an actor, Botting has appeared in many shows 
and readings for Portland Stage, most recently The Sisters Rosensweig 
in 2012. 

PlayNotes interviewed him during the first week of  rehearsals for Souvenir. 

PlayNotes: What would you say the play Souvenir is about in a 
thematic sense?

Ron Botting: The play is about two people who spend twelve years 
of their lives pursuing art together. Florence Foster Jenkins was a 
society woman who, as president of the Verdi Club, wanted to sing 
arias and art songs for these charities and she found a pianist [Cosme 
McMoon] and eventually they made it to Carnegie Hall together. So 
it’s the story of these two people, one a pianist, a lowbrow and one, 
a very highbrow lady, who was a great charismatic entertainer in her 
own right, making art together even though she had severe intonation problems.

PN: Do you think Florence Foster Jenkins was an artist or just another “crazy” socialite? 

RB: I think both characters are pursuing their arts. Cosme is trying to write songs, he thinks of himself as more 
than just an accompanist and she’s not just singing for vanity. In that way, we get to see them both grow and learn 
about themselves. Florence is our inspiration because she has an indomitable spirit and we find inspiration in her 
pursuit of her art and her courage.

PN: What’s your favorite anecdote about the real Florence Foster Jenkins?

RB: It’s just unbelievable that this Carnegie Hall concert really happened. It sounds like a myth or a legend, 
but it did happen. You read the reviews from the critics and even though they all critically evaluated her musical 
imperfections, they all said something really wonderful about the evening. You get the sense that not only did the 
audience have a great time, but that the reviewers did too. I’m friends with a woman named Marge Champion, 
who was actually there in 1944 at Carnegie Hall and I was able to ask her what it was like. And she said, “It was 
awful from beginning to end. People were covering their mouths with handkerchiefs because they were laughing 
so loud and tears were streaming down their faces.” It must have been an amazing scene.

PN: What are you most looking forward to in seeing the show onstage?

RB: The excitement for me is in the uncertainty of how we’re going to get from the rehearsal room to the stage. 
We’ve got two amazing actors and I’m confident that they’re really going to bring the entertainment value from 
their end. As a director, I’m searching for answers about what the look of the piece is going to be. We have the 
building blocks of it right now, but we’re not entirely sure how that’s going to come together on the stage. I’m 
looking forward to a challenging tech rehearsal process in that respect, but that’s part of the fun. I want to find out 
what the actors need, how much they need, or how little they need to actually do the show. I don’t want to take the 
focus away from them. I’m trying to keep the design simple.♫
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Have you ever listened to a recording of your own voice, 
only to find yourself cringing at the sound? If so, you 
probably realize that the way we hear our voices when 
we speak and how others hear us are vastly different. 
This phenomenon can cause a discrepancy between 
how a person believes his or her voice sounds and how 
it actually sounds to others. Florence Foster Jenkins 
personified this disparity by believing that she was an 
exceptional singer while every audience member who 
watched her perform disagreed. In order to understand 
this it is necessary to understand the mechanism that 
allows the human ear to function: vibration.

When a human hears a sound, that sound travels 
through the ear canal, strikes the eardrum, and causes 
it to vibrate. Those vibrations, in turn, vibrate the small 
bones further inside the ear, which set the fluid in the 
inner ear in motion. Once that fluid is moving, it causes 
tiny hairs that exist in the inner ear to send electrical 
signals up the auditory nerve to the brain, where the 
sounds can be interpreted. But the eardrum can vibrate 
for other reasons as well. When a human talks, his vocal 
chords vibrate, which causes other parts of the body, 
like the skull, to vibrate as well. That movement sends 
additional stimuli through the eardrum to the brain. The 
sound waves from the skull are longer than those from 
the vocal chords, which makes the signals sent to the 
brain deeper in pitch. That’s why people often complain 
that their voices sound lower and fuller to them inside 
their own heads than they do on a recording.

For most people, this misperception can be unpleasant, 
but does not significantly affect their lives. However, 
in the case of Florence Foster Jenkins, it is potentially 
responsible for the huge discrepancy between how she 
heard herself and the unpleasant, off-key wailing heard 
by her audiences. One possible explanation for this 
drastic difference is tone deafness.

While the science behind hearing and deafness is 
relatively well understood, the reasons behind tone 
deafness are much more difficult to pinpoint. Known 
scientifically as “amusia,” true tone deafness is the 
inability to differentiate between pitches. This means 
that, when a person hears two notes with vastly different 
tones, he or she is unable to identify which is higher 
or lower. This is a physical condition and should not 
be confused with a person who simply “can’t carry a 
tune,” or has little talent for music. Only an estimated 
two percent of the American population is medically 
tone deaf, and even within that group there are varying 
degrees of tone deafness.

There are several factors that contribute to tone deafness, 
and they range from physical deficiencies to genetics 
and environmental effects. The simplest and best-
understood reason is trauma to the brain, resulting in 
damage to the section able to remember and reproduce 
relative pitch. However, research has shown that it is 
more likely that a tone-deaf person was born that way as 
a result of genetics. Some tone-deaf people have smaller 

Music and the Brain

The anatomy of the human ear.
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clusters of auditory nerves that send stimuli to the brain 
so the signals don’t include as much data as they would 
in an average brain.

Similarly, the normal brain processes sounds from the 
hearing center through two distinct areas. In some 
individuals diagnosed with tone deafness, the path 
connecting these has been disrupted, leaving parallel 
pathways that are independent from each other. As a 
result, the brain cannot properly process the sound it is 
hearing. Both conditions are considered genetic defects.

Th ere are many diff erent types of tone deafness, and a 
person may display several of the common symptoms 
without being genuinely tone deaf. It is hard to say 
whether Florence Foster Jenkins would have received 
this diagnosis had she seen an audiologist, since she did 
not conform to many of the norms that are present in 
the majority of tone-deaf individuals. For example, the 
majority of those with amusia dislike listening to music 
because they are unable to appreciate the changes in 
pitch that others fi nd pleasing. 

According to geneticist Dennis Drayna, who conducts 
studies on tone deafness, “for severely aff ected tune-
deaf people, Yankee Doodle is no diff erent than traffi  c 
noise in Manhattan. [Music] is fairly meaningless to 
them.” Essentially, the way a tone-deaf person sings 
is a representation of how his or her brain processes 
music. It is also for this reason that many tone-deaf 
people believe that they are singing the correct notes 
until someone tells them they are not. Some scientists 
believe that this can partially account for the number 
of children born to tone-deaf people who also appear 
to have the condition. If a parent has true amusia, and 
therefore does not enjoy or appreciate music, then his 
or her child will likely not be exposed to a great deal of 

music and may display symptoms of amusia as a result, 
whether or not the actual medical condition is present. 
Unlike the truly tone deaf, Florence Foster Jenkins 
greatly enjoyed music all her life and was a talented 
pianist in her childhood. 

What, then, did Jenkins suff er from? A study done by 
cognitive neuroscientists at the University of New York, 
Buff alo, looked at a group of people like Jenkins who 
are generally considered tone deaf but don’t have true 
amusia. Th ese individuals, labeled by the study as “pitch-
poor,” are able to distinguish between notes when 
listening to music, but are totally incapable of replicating 
those notes with their voices. Th e study concluded that 
these individuals displayed no diffi  culty in recognizing 
diff erences in pitch or remembering short sequences of 
notes, but were often dramatically off  when attempting 
to reproduce what they were hearing. Th is shows that 
not all bad singing is the result of amusia, and it is 
possible that another unknown condition is creating a 
discrepancy between the music they are perceiving and 
the music they are producing.

Whether or not Florence Foster Jenkins suff ered from 
true tone deafness, we may never know. It is likely that 
what the world heard when she sang was substantially 
diff erent from what she heard. Anything from trauma to 
her brain, a hereditary defect, or a delusional belief in her 
own abilities could have accounted for this discrepancy. 
Whatever the reason, Florence Foster Jenkins proved 
that a lack of musical ability does not  prohibit a person 
from being a musician.♫

Diff erences in the brain can help predict 
which children will have natural musical abilities. 

Despite her inability to carry a tune, Florence Foster Jenkins 
released three recordings in her life. 
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The concept of “going viral” is a relatively new but 
extremely powerful addition to global culture. The 
earliest Oxford English Dictionary citation for the word 
“viral” as pertaining to “the rapid spread of information” 
dates back to 1989, but the addition of the verb, as in 
“to go viral,” only appeared in 2004. Since that time, 
viral marketing, viral images, and viral videos have 
become a huge part of Internet culture, making a sizable 
impression on pop culture in general. You may remember 
a viral video such as the ice-bucket challenge videos, 
which gained enough traction even to be mentioned on 
national news broadcasts.

So what defines a viral video? There seem to be three 
major components. The first is intense emotional content. 
Strong emotions are a key element in making the 
viewer connect with the subject of the video. Although 
any extreme feeling may generate viral content, comedic 
content typically accumulates the most views. The 
second component is the length of time the content 
stays in the public consciousness. Usually, viral content 
has a limited lifespan. For example, if a viral video keeps 
being watched weeks or months after it initially attains 
widespread popularity, it simply becomes a very popular 
video. Viral content is characterized by a brief moment 
of staggering popularity followed by a quick decline 
back into obscurity. Viral videos disappear as quickly 
as they appear. The final component is, of course, mass 
appeal. Just like the viruses that these videos are named 
after, these videos, images, and songs spread rapidly 
among a population. Typically, they spread directly from 
person to person, through sharing a link on Facebook, 
reading the latest BuzzFeed article, or having a YouTube 
viewing party. The mass appeal of viral content reaches 
its acme when a viral video is 
aired on a daytime talk show 
or the nightly news.

For an example, look back 
to one of the most viral 
videos of 2013. On February 
18, Tori Locklear posted a 
short tutorial video that was 
supposed to teach viewers 
how to properly curl their 
hair. After getting distracted, 
Locklear accidentally burns 
off a lock of her hair with the 
curling iron. This video is a 
perfect demonstration of the 
three components that make 

a successful viral video. The emotional content is either 
pity, or for the less sympathetic, amusement at her 
accident. The video also has had the typical lifespan of 
viral content. Although it was wildly popular and even 
landed the unlucky star a spot on “The Ellen DeGeneres 
Show,” the last comment posted to YouTube was a full 
year ago. Despite its present-day obscurity, Locklear’s 
video garnered more than 34 million YouTube views. 
Strong emotions, popularity in a short burst, and 
mass appeal make this video a textbook example of 
contemporary viral content.

The idea of viral content has developed at approximately 
the same pace as the Internet. As the internet gained 
widespread popularity and usage, it has become easier 
than ever both to generate and to share content. Advances 
in video recording technology and the prevalence of 
cell phones with video capabilities also increased the 
amount of potentially viral content. It is reasonable 
then, to assume that in the pre-Internet era, let alone 
the pre-television era, viral content would simply not 

exist. It appears that viral 
content was born out of 
our modern technological 
advances. But looks can be 
deceiving, and viral content 
has been around for longer 
than most people think. 

In addition to the hair 
burning video, another 
example of viral content 
is the Carnegie Hall 
performance of Florence 
Foster Jenkins. This one-
night-only performance 
occurred in 1944. Decades 
before personal computers, 

“Going Viral:” Then and Now

During her show, Ellen DeGeneres 
gives Tori Locklear a wig, 2013.

Tori  Locklear burns her hair off with a curling iron, 2013. 
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let alone the internet, became widespread and at the 
very beginning of television, Jenkins’s performance 
became the stuff  of pop culture legend. Th e emotional 
appeal of Jenkins’s performance is of the same quality 
as the hair burning video; though some in her audience 
undoubtedly pitied her, most of Jenkins’s fans were 
there to laugh at her. Th e facts that Jenkins only gave 
one Carnegie Hall performance and that her recording 
is a rather rare fi nd, give her singing the ephemeral 
popularity which is typical of today’s viral videos. As for 
mass appeal, Carnegie Hall reports that her performance 
sold out in a record-breaking two hours.

Before widespread television, cell phones, or the 
internet, Florence Foster Jenkins had created one of the 
fi rst viral performances in American history. Her legacy, 

passed down through anecdote, demonstrates that even 
seemingly fl eeting viral performances can have a lasting 
place in our cultural memory. Our national love of 
the seeing the newest thing, sharing experiences with 
our friends, and having a good laugh harkens back to 
performances like that of Florence Foster Jenkins and 
continues with the latest viral video.♫

A Playlist for Fans of 
Florence Foster Jenkins: 

Songs:
“One or My Baby” 

by Harold Arlen & Johnny Mercer

“Crazy Rhythm” 
by Irving Caesar, Joseph Meyer, & Roger Kahn

“Violets For Your Furs” 
by Matt Dennis & Tom Adair

“Praise Th e Lord And Pass Th e Ammunition” 
by Frank Loesser

“It All Depends On You”
by Ray Henderson, Lew Brown, & B.G. Desylva

“Ave Maria” 
by Charles Gounod & Johannes Sebastian Bach

Operas:
Th e Magic Flute by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Rigoletto by Giuseppe Verdi
Lakmé by Léo Delibes

La Bohème by Giacomo Puccini 

In wartime, many people living in the United States looked to comedy as a 
relief from harsh realities. Radio was still a mainstay in family life, featuring 
variety shows and comedy hours. Film also provided an escape through comedies 
such as Th e Philadelphia Story, Arsenic and Old Lace, and His Girl Friday. Th is 
was the era of screwball comedies, which paired romance and mayhem to great 
success. Television was in its infancy, so these small screens started to appear 
next to radios in the living rooms of the more fortunate. In the world of live 
performance, vaudeville’s popularity was fading. Standup comedians and slapstick 
acts, like Abbott and Costello, were becoming popular, as well as musicals.♫

Comedy in the 1940s

William “Bud” Abbott and 
Lou Costello, circa 1940.

A program from one of Jenkins’s concerts in Rhode Island.
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The difficulties endemic to objectively evaluating art 
have plagued artists, theorists, and audience members 
since ancient times. In the fourth century B.C., Aristotle 
outlined specific, concrete parameters on which the 
legitimacy of dramatic performance could be judged in 
his treatise, Poetics. However, while these may have been 
useful at the time, all forms of art have substantially 
shifted since Ancient Greece. New criteria must be 
determined in order to compare the relative value of 
artistic products, and assign subjective critiques to them. 
Whether a play, painting, or musical performance is said 
to be “good,” “bad,” or “mediocre” is based on several 
factors. Visual artist Grayson Perry outlines several 
of these in his lecture entitled “Who Decides What 
Makes Art Good?” Although he names “Financial value, 
popularity, historical significance and sophistication” as 
possible influences, he also concedes that “all of these 
things could be at odds with each other.” The artistic 
community depends on the public to evaluate creative 
performances and show their opinions  by supporting 
the artists responsible.

However, when an artist can be said to be “bad” or 
“talentless” according to modern preferences and 
standards, and yet inexplicably manages to gain 
notoriety in that artistic field, the issue of what makes 
art valid is called into question.  If an out-of-tune singer 
like Florence Foster Jenkins can still sell out Carnegie 
Hall in a matter of hours, is she any less of an artist than 
Pavarotti? Is the value of art determined by commercial 
success, or by an artist accomplishing his or her goal?

Florence Foster Jenkins is the very embodiment of this 
contradictory accomplishment. Stephen Pile, author of 
The Book of Heroic Failures, calls Jenkins “The world’s 
worst opera singer” and asserts that “no one, before 
or since, has succeeded in liberating themselves quite 
so completely from the shackles of musical notation.” 
And yet, the public’s delight at her horrific singing was 
so great that she was able to sell out Carnegie Hall in 
a matter of hours, an event that still holds the record 
for the fastest sold-out concert in the venue’s history. 
The question then is, why are her relative talents so at 
odds with her public reception? And should that take 
away her value as an artist? After all, as Daniel Dixon 
wrote in his article “Florence Foster Jenkins: The Diva 
of Din,” “Audiences laughed at her—laughed until 
the tears rolled down their cheeks, laughed until they 
stuffed handkerchiefs in their mouths to stifle the 
mirth.” Although it is generally accepted that this was a 
direct result of her lack of singing ability, if an identical 

statement were made about a comedic actor, she would 
be lauded as a genius. Does the artist’s abilities overrule 
the audience’s reaction when assigning value?

A person becoming famous for lack of talent is not a 
unique phenomenon, either. There have been several 
examples of modern artists who gained notoriety simply 
by virtue of their lack of objective abilities. To date, 
the music video on YouTube for Rebecca Black’s 2011 
single, “Friday,” has been viewed nearly 72 million times. 
T.V. producer and American Idol judge, Simon Cowell, 
called the recording, “the worst song of all time.” In spite 
of overwhelmingly negative reviews  from professionals 
and amateurs alike, Black achieved success. She went 
on to appear on Good Morning, America. During its first 
week on iTunes, “Friday” amassed a staggering 37,000 
downloads, meaning Black has gained quite a profit 
from the endeavor. On the liner notes of the Florence 
Foster Jenkins album released post-humously, The Glory 
(????) of the Human Voice, Francis Robinson, the assistant 
manager of the Metropolitan Opera, remarked, “If it is 
impossible to predict where the lightning of genius is 
going to strike, how much less predictable is the urge to 
artistic endeavor.” Jenkins and Black both demonstrated 
that talent alone does not beget artistic inkling, nor does 
lack of talent bar a person from artistic expression.

The phenomenon does not end with those two. 
Around the turn of the 20th century, an Irish woman 
named Amanda McKittrick Ros self-published her 
first novel, Irene Iddesleigh, which boasted some of the 
most indecipherable prose ever to grace the English 

Rebecca Black sings in the music video for “Friday,” 2011.

Does Talent Make the Artist?
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language. Her writing 
was regarded as so 
deplorable that authors 
C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. 
Tolkien purportedly 
held competitions to 
see who could read 
Irene Iddesleigh for the 
longest time without 
bursting into laughter. 
Ros considered the book 
a tragedy. The Oxford 
Companion to Irish 
Literature hails Ros as 
“Uniquely dreadful” and 
“The greatest bad writer 
who ever lived.” She went on to publish three novels 
and dozens of poems, each of which enjoyed great 
commercial success. At a recent event in Belfast meant 
to revive interest in Ros’ work, anthology editor Frank 

Ormsby said, “Even if one has forgotten her work for a 
few years, you only have to read a few paragraphs and 
you find the smile broadening on your face. You begin to 
realize why her work had such an appeal.”

What sets these people 
apart from the others 
who have attempted to 
become successful in 
the arts and failed to 
do so? If talent is not 
the deciding factor in 
artistic success, then 
something else must 
be at play. In his essay 
“The Principles of 
Art,” Oxford professor 
and philosopher R.G. 
Collingwood contends 
that the value of art 
has nothing to do 

with craft or technique, but is rather determined by the 
truthfulness of the artist’s emotions. If these emotions are 
corrupted or falsified, the art can be said to be “bad” and 
will be negatively received by the public. Collingwood 

goes on to further explain that “what the artist is trying 
to do is express an emotion. To express it, and to express 
it well are the same thing.” However, should an artist 
attempt to express an emotion in a disingenuous way it 
will destroy the artistic integrity of the project.

All of the artists mentioned in this article shared these 
qualities. They believed in themselves and their abilities 
completely. Each project, however little technique it 
demonstrated, was done entirely earnestly and with total 
conviction. Of Jenkins, Robert Bagar of the New York 
World-Telegram wrote, “She was exceedingly happy in 
her work. It is a pity so few artists are. And the happiness 
was communicated as by magic to her hearers.” Ros 
condemned her critics as “evil-minded snapshots of 
spleen,” and refused to take any of their comments 
to heart. Each of them found within themselves the 
confidence to pursue a career surrounded by naysayers 
and detractors, and each managed to achieve that illusive 
accomplishment: success in the arts. The question of 
what makes art “good” may never been fully answered. 
But, as Florence Foster Jenkins proved with such vigor, 
talent is not the deciding factor.♫

Ros’s first novel, Irene Iddesleigh, was popular enough to be 
rereleased in paperback and e-book in 2013.

“Art cannot be ruled by caution.”

—Florence Foster Jenkins in Souvenir by Stephen Temperley

A Cartoon by Mark Alan Stamaty depicts the public laughing at Ros.
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Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning 
Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, criticism and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities

1. Read the article “Biography of Florence Foster Jenkins” on p. 11 and read the “Biography of Cosme McMoon 
on p. 10. Write about how they were similar and different. 

2. Read the Community Connections interview with actor and composer Wayne Barker on pp. 16-17. Barker 
says that everyone has a right to reinvent themselves. He believes it is an American right. F. Scott Fitzgerald said 
“There are no second acts in American lives.”  Do you agree with Wayne Barker’s statement or Fitzgerald’s ideas? 
Write a short paragraph explaining your decision.

3. Imagine your friend is about to embarrass themselves. Would you try and stop them? Would you let them 
continue if it made them happy? Write a monologue of what you would say to your friend.

4. Read the article “‘Going Viral:’ Then and Now” on pp. 21-22. Watch three of your favorite viral videos. What 
is appealing to you about this video? Why do you watch it? List four aspects you can identify that are common 
between them.

Making Connections: Post-Show Activities

1. How did the set design affect the production? How did the projections affect your understanding and 
experience of the play? If you were designing the set what would you do similarly or differently? Draw a plan of 
your set design for Souvenir. 

2. Listen to Mozart’s “Der Holle Rach” Queen of the Night aria, as performed by Florence Foster Jenkins, and 
then the version by opera singer Diana Damrau. In small groups, create a list comparing and contrasting these 
performances. How do they sound different? How do their performances make you feel? 

3. Now that you have seen Portland Stage’s production of Souvenir, read “Music and the Brain” on pp. 19-20. 
Based on our production and the article what do you think Florence thought of her singing? Was she tone deaf? 
Do you think she could hear herself ? Was she delusional? Or did she really not care that people thought she 
sounded bad? 

4. Imagine you are a music critic and a review of Florence Foster Jenkins’s Carnegie Hall performance. What 
do you think of her singing? Was it brave of her to sing in front of an audience? Would you recommend her 
performance to readers of your review? If so, how and why would you recommend or not recommend her 
performance.

5. Read the article “Biography of Cosme McMoon” on p. 10. If you were Cosme McMoon, would you have played 
for Florence Foster Jenkins? In small groups, discuss a time you were working on a project and changed your 
perspective. How did that affect the project’s outcome? What would have happened had your perspective not 
shifted?

Instant Lessons
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Aga Khan: A title given to religious leaders of the Nizari Isma’ili sect of Shi’ite 
Islam. Aga Khan IV held the title during Florence Foster Jenkins’s career. 
He was known for founding the Aga Khan Foundation, an international 
philanthropic organization.

Altman’s: A chain of department stores founded in 1865 in New York City. The 
company remained in business until 1990.

Bankhead, Tallulah: An American actress who was famous for offstage 
scandal as well as theatrical achievements. She performed in The Little Foxes 
(1939) and The Skin of Our Teeth (1942) earning two New York Drama Critics 
Circle Awards.

Bechstein: A German brand of grand and upright pianos.

Bobby-soxers: A 1940s slang term to describe the zealous fans of 
traditional pop music, especially Frank Sinatra. They were usually teenage 
girls, who wore poodle skirts and rolled their socks down to the ankle, 
creating what they called a “bobby sock.”

Coloratura: Elaborate ornamentation of a vocal melody especially in 
operatic singing. A coloratura soprano is a soprano skilled in the singing 
of such difficult passages.

Freud, Sigmund: An Austrian neurologist and the founder of 
psychoanalysis. He is known for his famous essay on the “Oedipal 
Complex” and his book The Interpretation of Dreams.

Gounod, Charles: A French composer of operas who was extremely 
popular in the 1940s. Since then, his operas have fallen out of favor with 
major opera companies.

“Guess I’ll Hang My Tears Out to Dry”: A 1945 song written by Jule 
Styne and Sammy Cahn. The song has been covered by many famous 
singers including Ray Charles, Frank Sinatra, and Diana Krall.

Harvey: A 1944 play by Mary Chase that received the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. 
The comic plot concerns a man who is friends with an imaginary rabbit.

Harvey Broadway revival, 
2012.

Glossary

A Grand Bechstein piano.

San Francisco Opera performs Charles Gounod’s Faust, 2010.

A bobby-soxer dances with her partner.
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Hippodrome: A theater in New York City’s Theater District from 1905 to 
1939. It had a 20,000 square foot stage and 5,300 seats.

Hotel Ansonia: A residential hotel commissioned by architect Paul E. Duboy 
in 1899. It provided its elite residents with sweeping views along Broadway. 
In 1992, the Ansonia was converted into a condominium apartment building. 
Today, the building serves as the New York campus of the American Musical 
and Dramatic Academy.

Maxwell, Elsa: The American host of a radio program called “Elsa Maxwell’s 
Party Line” and author of a syndicated gossip column. She was a professional 
hostess known for her connections to entertainment personalities of the time.

Perfect pitch: The ability to recognize or reproduce the exact pitch of a note 
without assistance from an instrument or tuning fork.

Queen of the Night: The antagonist in Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute played 
by a coloratura soprano. This role is known for being one of the highest vocally 
and most difficult to perform.

Ponselle, Rosa: An American coloratura 
soprano. She is known for a great breadth 
of range and expressive ability and her most 
famous role was as the title character in 
Vincenzo Bellini’s Norma.

Réclame: Originally denoting a piece of 
publicity generated by an agent or promoter. In 
Florence Foster Jenkins’s day, the term meant 
general public acclaim or notoriety.

Schirmer’s: An American classical music 
publishing company in New York City.

Schrafft’s: A popular, moderately priced 
New York City restaurant chain connected to 
the Schrafft’s candy business of Boston. The 
restaurant was especially favored among socialite ladies who were 
out shopping.

Syncopated: The action of beginning a note on a normally 
unaccented part of the bar and sustaining it into the normally 
accented part; typical of jazz, rhythm and blues, swing, and other 
musical genres influenced by ragtime.

Tempi: The plural of tempo—a musical term denoting the proper 
or characteristic speed and rhythm of a dance or other tune.

Winchell, Walter: An American journalist who had a large 
audience during the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s. Among other 
journalistic pursuits, he wrote a column titled “On-Broadway” for 
Hearst syndicate newspapers for more than five years.

Schrafft’s on Madison Avenue, New York City, 1940.

Walter Winchell, 1955.

Exterior of  the Hotel Ansonia, 
circa 1930.
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Portland Stage Company
Education Programs

Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore all the elements of theater from 
the inside out—writing, production, performance, and more.  With a focus on literacy, cultural awareness, 
and creative thinking, we provide students in grades K-12 with the tools to discover the valuable lessons 
that exist at the intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 

Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids while inspiring 
teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   

Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with words” that 
combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  

Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater performances and 
post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes

Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of information for 
teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops

Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show enhancement, building 
deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project

Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays festival, inspiring 
local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps

Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people essential tools in 
finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company

Nurturing and developing nine to ten young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that will 
become the next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can take 
part, visit the Education pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org/education/.
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Discussion Programs
For The General Public

the Artistic Perspective hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience members to 
delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests.  A diff erent scholar, visiting 
artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time.  Th e Artistic Perspective discussions are held 
after the fi rst Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library.  Th ese discussions, led by 
Portland Stage artistic staff , provide insight into the literary and social aspects of the play, as well as exploring the 
challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage.  Page to Stage occurs at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens 
at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch.  Feel free to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions off er a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production with the 
performers.  Th rough this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the process of rehearsing and 
producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work.  Curtain Call discussions are held after the 
second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Offi  ce at 207.774.0465.

Discussion Dates 
for Souvenir

Th e Artistic Perspective: 
Sunday, November 2 in the theater, following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.

Page to Stage: 
Tuesday, November 4 at the Portland Public Library, at noon.

Curtain Call: 
Sunday, November 9 in the theater, following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.
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