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Stephen Foster Unknown to the Japanese
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Foreign Language Center, National Institute of Fitness & Sports in Kanoya

Abstract. This paper aims to study the significance of Stephen Foster in terms of Japan-U.S.
cross-cultural communication. Stephen Collins Foster (1826-1864) is still among the
best-known American songwriters in Japan, primarily because of the simple, familiar nature
of his tunes, which often make Japanese nostalgic for their childhood. Many learn his songs
in school and his melodies are often heard in TV commercials and played in many public
places. Foster produced approximately 200 songs of two main types: 135 sentimental songs,
and 28 plantation melodies. The former are rooted in the Irish and British song tradition,
represented by “Beautiful Dreamer.” The latter are different in subject matter and musical
style; their texts were originally mostly in black dialect, but he eventually dropped it. His life
was concurrent with the heyday of the American minstrel show, and he wrote his plantation
melodies, like “Old Folks at Home,” for blackface minstrelsy. In the “politically correct” years
in the 1990s, some American public schools banned Foster songs for fear that they advocated
racist attitudes. In April 2001, however, PBS “American Experience” aired Stephen Foster,
the first television documentary on Foster. It took great pains to explore the meaning behind
his music and the ways in which American understanding and interpretation of the songs
has changed over time. In Japan, the Education Order of 1872 established Japan’s first
modern school system, and music or shoka-song was first introduced into the school
curriculum. Early shoka- songs included many Scottish folk songs and hymns accompanied
by Japanese lyrics. It is no wonder that there are similarities between sfoka-songs and
Foster music because of his family background. “Old Folks at Home” first appeared in 1888

among these songs, and a number of other Foster songs were introduced to Japan thereafter.
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