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Group #1:

• ragtime: maybe old word for “ragged time”


• Large numbers of Americans first exposed to 

ragtime at Chicago World’s Fair in 1893—maybe 

23 million people went to the fair that year


• ragtime often featured a short-long-short 

syncopation 


• this kind of syncopation often heard—prior to 

ragtime—in cakewalk and oral musical traditions 

from Caribbean and the South, but not much in 

published music before 1880s


• therefore the most important element of ragtime

—rhythmic syncopation—heard as a trait of Black 

music at the time 


• The idea that ragtime was associated with Black 

music generated a lot of the opposition/pushback 

against the music at the time


• Ragtime: exciting to America’s youth, often 

seemingly threatening to older “polite” society 


Group #2:

• Missouri center of ragtime industry, which was dominated by 

Black entrepreneurs 


• Tom Turpin: self-taught pianist based in St. Louis, published 

“Harlem Rag” in 1897—a model for later composers; Turpin 

later opened a saloon and brothel, The Rosebud, that was a 

center for ragtime (among many such establishments)


• Most influential published of ragtime: John Stark—opened a 

music store in Sedalia, Missouri. Met Scott Joplin in 1899, 

but was worried about selling “Maple Leaf Rag” because he 

thought it was too hard to play (though he eventually agrees)


• By 1914: “Maple Leaf Rag” had sold 1 million copies; Stark 

had over 50 different ragtime compositions in his catalogue


• Other published ragtime composers: James Scott, Joseph 

Lamb, Artie Mathews, J. Russell Robinson


• ragtime not just for piano—also for bands, orchestras….


• Arthur Pryor—Missouri composer and trombonist—wrote 

ragtime pieces but also taught the Sousa band musicians 

how to play ragtime music in 1900. 


Group #3:

• ragtime—which was always in duple meter—built on the 

preexistent American fascination with the dance “March and 

two-step” from the 1890s


• Ragtime’s variety and complex syncopations encouraged a 

more aerobic style of dance, and smaller, gyrating dance steps. 


• A series of popular “animal” dances took off—the grizzly bear, 

bunny hug, turkey trot, etc


• Compared the piano roll version of “Maple Leaf Rag” recorded 

by Scott Joplin in 1916 (steady, clear, not too fast, adds notes 

and flourishes here and there, especially to bass line) versus the 

version recorded in 1938 by jazz musician Jelly Roll Morton (16th notes are swung—notes on the 

beat elongated and offbeats shortened—freely changes musical material, adds an introduction, 

changes accompaniment patterns in LH, changes form to ABACCDD)


Beginnings and Syncopation 
Group #1 

But our definition cannot be cut-and-dried, for "ragtime" once described the peppy, syncopated treatment of 
almost any type of music -- that is how it was known to the public at large. Ragtime became a very real fad that 
covered a wide range of styles and even grew to describe things non-musical. Much like rock 'n' roll, heavy 
metal, jazz, and other popular genres of music, ragtime invited "the curiosity and even devotion of the young 
at the same time it disquiets the staid and established ... ragtime created an attitude and defined an era that 
reached beyond the music." (Real Ragtime booklet, 4) 

Ragtime, the word, probably began life as a description of musical meter and certainly preceded the advent of 
the music of Joplin, Scott, and others. It was part of the late 19th century-lexicon to use "-time" as a suffix to 
describe a kind of music by the characteristics of its rhythm. For instance, waltzes were referred to as being "in 
waltz-time." "March-time" and "jig-time" also described the meter, basic rhythm, and function of style. Almost 
certainly, however, the term is a contraction for "ragged time," denoting a style of playing piano or banjo 
where the melody is "broken up" into short, syncopated rhythms while a steady overall beat is either played 
(piano) or implied (banjo). Taking a simple, conventional, and unsyncopated melody and breaking up the 
rhythm was known as "ragging," therefore, the resulting music was said to be in "ragged time.” 

Americans were first exposed to ragtime, en masse, at the Chicago World's Fair in 1893. It is reported that 
some 27 million people passed through the Fair gates between May and October of that year. In 1896 "rag" 
and "rag time" were used to describe some newly published songs complete with outrageous parodies of 
black culture and speech (often in particularly racist styles). Also during 1896, the cover of Ben Harney's song 
"You've Been a Good Old Wagon but You Done Broke Down" featured a banner proclaiming "Original 
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The Heart of  Ragtime 
Group #2 

Missouri, located in the center of America, was the heartland of 
ragtime. As noted by popular music historians David Jasen and 
Gene Jones, "There were more rags--and more good rags--from 
Missouri than anywhere else." (That American Rag, 1) Perhaps it 
was the robust pioneer spirit that thrived in Missouri that created 
the environment for music like ragtime to flourish. 

"...Missouri was destined by its location to be an area of 
commercial, social, and cultural change. Since the early 
nineteenth century, St. Louis has served as midpoint and 
stopover for north-south traffic on our largest river, and when 
going west was a national imperative, the city was the 
'Gateway to the West.'" (TAR, 1)  

During the 1880s, black entrepreneurs prospered in the sporting 
district of St. Louis, known as Chestnut Valley. John L. Turpin, a 
black businessman from Savannah, Georgia, made St. Louis his 
home in 1887 and opened a saloon called the Silver Dollar. 

Turpin's teenage son, Tom, followed closely in his father's footsteps 
and by 1897 had opened his first saloon. That same year, young Turpin, also a self-taught pianist, had his 
composition "Harlem Rag" published by a local lawyer. "Harlem Rag" was a defining piece of piano ragtime 
and a model for its composers. 

By 1900 Tom Turpin had acquired sufficient capital to open a new saloon and brothel, the Rosebud. His two 
young protégés, Joe Jordan and Louis Chauvin, frequented the establishment. With the constant rollicking, 
buoyant sound of ragtime, Turpin, Jordan, Chauvin, and many other enthusiastic proponents of the new music, 
made the Rosebud and St. Louis the capital of ragtime. 

The regular flow of traffic through St. Louis and the rest of the state created a demand for accommodations 
and amenities for travelers. "As Missouri gentrified it became a state where a piano player could make a good 
living." (TAR, 2) As their salaries usually were nominal, the nomadic pianists made their best money from tips 
provided by the patrons of the many saloons and brothels that employed them. 

It should be noted that when their music was eventually published, however, their royalties, although 
welcomed, were insignificant. About a dozen brave publishers risked putting some of this engaging, new 
music on sale to the public. 

The most influential and memorable publisher was John Stark, a Civil War veteran and peripatetic ice cream 
salesman who loved music. He settled in Sedalia in 1886, opened a music store, and eventually turned to 
publishing. Stark met Scott Joplin in 1899 when the latter came into Stark's store to demonstrate his still 
unpublished "Maple Leaf Rag." Although Stark was impressed by the musicality of the piece, the technical 
difficulty of the piece led him to question its salability. 
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The Sound of  Ragtime 
Group #3 

By the early 1890s Americans had become infatuated with the multi-strained "March and two-step," which was 
basically the same as a march. Always in 2/4 or 6/8 meter, there was something stirring and optimistic about 
these pieces. Both meters yield a "two feel," but 6/8 has its intrinsic triple feel that creates a far-reaching 
swing. In fact, 6/8 two-steps were often referred to as "swings" as were the steps danced to them. 

The ragtime compositions by Joplin and his circle were solely in duple meter and had a different sort of swing 
to them. A 6/8 two-step encouraged a more aerobic style of dance due to its broad swing. Ragtime's 
syncopations within the measure (and often over the measure), however, led to smaller and more gyrating 
dance steps, resulting in a series of popular "animal" dances such as the grizzly bear, bunny hug, turkey trot, 
and others. 

Syncopation in ragtime was varied and more complex than the simple cakewalk. The syncopated rhythms 
found in the best rags were meant to evoke a looseness, natural flow, and drive recreated by reading and 
performing the music exactly as written. If performed correctly, the effect of the syncopation against the steady 
duple meter bass created an air of excitement and spontaneity not inherently found in most published music 
of the time. 

Comparing Joplin’s performance of “Maple Leaf Rag” with a later performance by Jelly Roll Morton: 

The first performance is by Scott Joplin himself, recorded on a player piano roll in April 1916. Player pianos 
literally play themselves, with an internal mechanism that depresses the keys. As a paper roll passes over a 
metal cylinder that has a small hole for each key on the piano keyboard, a suction pump draws in air wherever 
a hole is cut in the paper, and a mechanism presses the corresponding key, sounding that note. Many famous 
pianists—including several composers, such as Joplin—recorded music this way. Piano rolls were one form in 
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Group #4:

• ragtime is everywhere in early 1900s—sheet 

music, piano rolls, phonograph records, music 

boxes, theaters, bordellos, arrangements for 

orchestras and bands


• ragtime not always met with enthusiasm: 

American Federation of Musicians in Denver 

described ragtime as “musical rot” in 1901


• 1902: deemed a “sacrilege” to try to make Civil 

War veterans march to ragtime music


• press/journalism often described ragtime as 

eroding morals, or even as a disease or poison


Group #5:

• cakewalks with ragtime style syncopations spread 

widely around 1897-1900—they appear in the 

repertory of John Philip Sousa, performed in both 

US and Europe (Debussy even copies one 

“Golliwogg’s Cakewalk—a tune with an extremely 

racist history)


• 1918: after touring the US with a Russian ballet 

company, the conductor Ernest Ansermet gives 

some printed ragtime music to Igor Stravinsky—

Stravinsky copies out the parts and uses what he 

learns to make his own versions of ragtime 

(especially in Histoire du soldat)


Group #6:

• ragtime as a name popular throughout 1910s, popularity fades around 1917 (jazz becoming more popular at this 

point)


• Ragtime music of Joplin and other mostly forgotten by about 1920


• Ragtime sometimes parodied as a quaint old sound in the 1930s and 1940s, though there were a few 

knowledgable enthusiasts who learned about the style


• A book by enthusiasts called They All Played Ragtime published in 1950


• 1950s: ragtime often a caricature, played on pianos intentionally rigged to sound out of tune or with thumbtacks 

in the hammers to make them sound like old-time saloon pianos


• 1959-1960: 12-part program on National Educational Television called “The Ragtime Years”


• 1970: huge renaissance. Nonesuch Records issues an album of ragtime performed by Joshua Rifkin (a classical 

pianist)


• 1974: motion picture The Sting introduces wide audience to music of Scott Joplin (“The Entertainer” goes to the 

top of the popular charts this year?!)


• Much interest and revival of ragtime since the 1970s


Ragtime—The Fad 
Group #4 

Ragtime was everywhere by the 
early 1900s--in sheet music, piano 
rolls, phonograph records, and 
ragtime piano playing contests, as 
well as in music boxes, vaudeville 
theaters, and bordellos. Publishing 
houses churned out piano rags 
and ragtime songs at a furious 
pace. Ragtime also appeared in 
arrangements for orchestras and 
wind bands. The majority of this 
music was the popular sort of 
ragtime that was cranked out 
mostly by Tin Pan Alley hacks. As 
with all types of music, there is 
always a bigger market for a less 

subtle, more digestible version of the original, more complicated, form. 

The overabundance and popularity of ragtime was not always met with enthusiasm. For example, at the 1901 
convention of the American Federation of Musicians in Denver, "Resolutions were adopted characterizing 
'ragtime' as 'unmusical rot.' Members were encouraged to 'make every effort to suppress and [to] discourage 
the playing and the publishing of such musical trash." (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 5/14/01, 1) 

Similarly, at a 1902 meeting of the Lincoln Women's Relief Corps, a motion was made by the Grand Army 
Encampment of Music chairman E. B. Hay, that the bands in the Corps' "great parade be allowed to play 
'Ragtime,' to break up the monotony of patriotic and martial airs..." The motion was met with great 
indignation, noting it "sacrilege to require Civil War veterans to march along Pennsylvania Avenue to 'ragtime' 
strains." (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 8/11/02, 11) 

The press overreacted about ragtime eroding mores. In January 1900 the music monthly The Etude, in a piece 
entitled "Musical Impurity" noted: "The counters of the music stores are loaded with this virulent poison which 
in the form of a malarious epidemic, is finding its way into the homes and brains of the youth to such an extent 
as to arouse one's suspicions of their sanity." It went on to describe the melodic rhythm of ragtime as "double-
jointed jumping jack airs that fairly twist the ears of an educated musician from their anchorage.” 
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Work: 

Once you’ve read/skimmed with your colleagues, please: 

1. Prepare a list of about 5 bullet points that summarizes—in your own words—the main points of your section 

(these should be phrases or sentences, not words) 

2. Do a small amount of additional thinking and discussion—enough to pull together a short paragraph—on ragtime dancing and 

disapproval (see if you can find some more info online, etc.). You might especially look at the following: https://www.ripm.org/
cnc/?p=5  

Please post both your answers to #1 and #2 on a discussion forum post on Moodle. Probably the best idea would be to have 1-2 
people per group type while 1-2 people per group help with phrasing…..teamwork, y’all!

Ragtime Spreads: 
Group #5 

The ragtime style that dominated the late 1890s was the Cakewalk. The cakewalk dance, derived from 
plantation dances performed by black slaves, had become popular in the early 1890s as a theatrical 
presentation and as a ballroom dance. The music, as published, was usually unsyncopated, but from 1897 on it 
assumed the syncopations associated with ragtime. More than 100 cakewalks were published between 1897 
and 1900, most with descriptive labels such as “cake walk march,” “two-step,” and “ragtime cake walk.” 
Among the best known were Kerry Mills’s “At a Georgia Camp Meeting” (1897) and Abe Holzmann’s “Smoky 
Mokes” (1899). These works appeared in the repertory of such notable bands as that of John Philip Sousa, and 
were performed both in the United States and in Europe. (One example of the influence of the syncopated 
cakewalk in Europe was Debussy’s “Golliwogg’s Cake-walk,” 1908—there is an extremely racist history around 
this story.) 

As assistant conductor and solo trombonist for the famous band of John Philip Sousa, Arthur Pryor helped 
spread the ragtime craze to Europe when the Sousa band toured there in 1900. Not only did he compose most 
of the band's ragtime material, but he also taught the Sousa musicians how to play the syncopations in a 
relaxed, unhurried way--the way that he heard it back in Missouri. 

In 1918, on his way back from the US, where he’d been conductor for the Ballets Russes’ second American tour, 
Ernest Ansermet dropped off some music for Igor Stravinsky, a ‘bundle of ragtime music in the form of piano 
reductions and instrumental parts.’ Stravinsky copied out the parts into scores and used what he learned from 
them to create his own versions of ragtime.  

We have to say “versions” because Stravinsky’s creations are as far away from Joplin’s creations as Paris was 
from Missouri. Before he wrote these pieces, and used their rhythmic style, Stravinsky claimed he’d never 
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