
An Evening with Scott Joplin 
Notes by Jackson Harmeyer, Abendmusik Alexandria Series Director 

 
The self-proclaimed “King of the Ragtime Writers,” 

Scott Joplin was one of the most significant figures in 

American music at the turn of the twentieth century.  

Although Joplin’s music was forgotten for several 

decades after his death, the ragtime revival of the 1970s 

reaffirmed his position as the central figure in ragtime, 

especially after the 1973 film The Sting featured his 

music.  Today, most people will recognize the name 

Joplin if you as much as hum the opening bars of his 

famous piece “The Entertainer.” 

 

Scott Joplin was born in either 1867 or 1868, in 

Texarkana according to most sources.  His father was an 

ex-slave – not surprising considering Joplin was an 

African-American born just six years after the abolition 

of slavery – although his mother was free-born.  His 

parents had an interest in music, but it was when the 

seven year-old Joplin began taking piano lessons with a 

German-American neighbor that he first gained an 

appreciation for music as an art form.  Joplin grew-up in 

Sedalia, Missouri towards the center of the state.  

Although as a young adult Joplin would travel frequently 

as an itinerate musician, he regarded Sedalia his home 

for many years. 

 

In these early years, Joplin made money touring with 

minstrel shows and playing piano both in dance halls 

and brothels.  Then, in 1899, he published his “Maple 

Leaf Rag” named after the Maple Leaf Club, a dance 

hall in Sedalia where Joplin was employed as a pianist.  

This rag was Joplin’s breakthrough – an estimated 

500,000 copies of the sheet music were sold in the first 

ten years.  According to the risky and unusual contract, 

Joplin was entitled to a penny per copy, which each year 

gave him the equivalent of a factory worker’s yearly 

salary from just the one piano rag. 

 

In addition to the popular success it won, “The Maple 

Leaf Rag” set the standard format for successive rags – 

rags were now to contain four themes rather than just 

three with the typical layout of these being 

AABBACCDD.  “The Maple Leaf Rag” also established 

the piano rag as an art form with its use of blue notes 

and chromatic melodies.  Joplin, however, did not invent 

ragtime with this composition.  Hundreds of rags were in 

print before Joplin’s first publication.  Joplin had in fact 

inherited the rag’s march meter and syncopated melodies 

– it was apparently this tendency for syncopated or 

rhythmically-irregular and, thus, ragged-sounding 

melodies which inspired the term “ragtime.”  The 

ragtime pianist would play these syncopated melodies 

with his right hand while he maintained a steady rhythm 

in the bass with his left.  Joplin took these traits and 

expanded upon them in his own rags.  This was 

especially the case in “The Maple Leaf Rag” where, for 

example, the syncopations extend over the barline – an 

unusual practice for even the syncopation-saturated 

genre of the rag. 

 

It was not enough for Joplin to write artistic rags, 

however:  he also chose to explain in words the art 

inherent in his rags.  In his 1908 manual School of 

Ragtime, Joplin reinforced that rags should be played at 

a moderate tempo – “never play ragtime fast,” he 

warned.  He also emphasized that rags were written 

compositions and not improvisations – “each note will 

be played as it is written.”  Although ragtime was one of 

the main precedents for jazz and to many people jazz 

and improvisation seem inseparable, this was not the 

case in Joplin’s conception of ragtime – in fact, many 

musicians have also argued for a composed jazz in their 

works including Jelly Roll Morton, Duke Ellington, and 

others, although few of these musicians have been as 

adamant as Joplin. 

 

Although in both his compositions and writings Joplin 

elevated the rag into an art form, he was not content to 

be known as only a composer of piano rags.  He also 

approached larger compositional genres as evidenced by 

his two operas, a ballet, and two orchestral works.  His 

first opera A Guest of Honor, however, placed him into 

terrible debt for some time, and its score is now lost.  His 

second opera Treemonisha – the central project of the 

ten years he spent in New York City from 1907 to 1917 

– did not fare much better.  Ultimately, Joplin had to 

condense the entire orchestral score into a mere piano 

accompaniment for the single performance for which he 

was able to pull his own funds together to stage in 1915.  

Unlike A Guest of Honor though, Treemonisha has at 

least survived, and, after a successful performance in 

1972, it has been regarded as Joplin’s masterpiece.  

Joplin was not left with the public failure of his beloved 

Treemonisha for long:  he contracted tertiary syphilis in 

1916 and died in a mental institution in 1917. 

 

This evening’s program opens with perhaps the best-

known of Joplin’s compositions – “The Entertainer.”  

Joplin called “The Entertainer” a “Ragtime Two-Step.”  

The two-step was a popular dance of the day – a dance 

that was often accompanied by the playing of rags.  The 

title “entertainer” was likely a reference to himself as 

that was his nickname at the Maple Leaf Club.  Written 

in 1902, “The Entertainer” followed a return to writing 

in smaller forms after Joplin had made an unsuccessful 



move to St. Louis determined to be a serious composer 

of opera and ballet.  Regardless, scholars hear more 

sophistication in these new rags than ever before, as if 

Joplin had learned from this attempt at larger forms even 

if the public did not appreciate the switch.  Specifically, 

“The Entertainer” includes a more integral use of 

counterpoint than in previous rags as well as a more 

advanced formal layout. 

 

As an interesting side note, Joplin dedicated “The 

Entertainer” to James Brown and his Mandolin Club.  

The mandolin – a plucked instrument similar in some 

ways to the guitar – was popular with black musicians of 

Joplin’s day and there were many ensembles formed by 

groups of mandolinists.  Although it would require 

further research, perhaps there is a scholarly argument to 

be made for playing Joplin’s rags on the mandolin’s 

relative – the guitar. 

 

Next, we hear “The Heliotrope Bouquet,” subtitled “a 

Slow Drag Two-Step.”  This pleasant piece is actually a 

collaboration of sorts between Joplin and a younger 

ragtime pianist Louis Chauvin (c.1883-1908).  Chauvin 

apparently possessed an amazing ability to reinterpret 

anything he heard in his own special way; unfortunately, 

Chauvin wrote-down few of these arrangements.  Joplin 

greatly admired Chauvin and visited him in Chicago in 

1906.  To create “The Heliotrope Bouquet,” Joplin took 

two themes contributed by Chauvin and then matched 

them with two of his own. 

 

The next three pieces are actually not rags at all.  A 

march, “Cleopha” was written in 1902 and lacks the 

syncopation required to be considered a rag, although it 

does still include the rhythmically-steady 

accompaniment characteristic to the rag.  “The Great 

Crush Collision March” of 1896 possesses still less of 

the qualities characteristic to rags.  Instead, it is a piece 

illustrating a train crash, full of sounds invoking 

locomotive noises and whistles as well as the fateful 

collision of the title.  Published in 1905, “Bethena – A 

Concert Waltz” fastens the traits of a rag onto the 3/4 

meter typical of the waltz.  These traits include right-

hand syncopations as well as the characteristic four-

theme structure. 

 

Called “A Ragtime Two-Step” like “The Entertainer,” 

“The Rose Leaf Rag” was written in 1907 soon after 

Joplin departed Missouri and headed for New York.  On 

the other hand, “The Rosebud March” was written in 

1905 and named after a salon in St. Louis.  It is in the 

uncommon meter of 6/8.  The sensuous “Solace – A 

Mexican Serenade” was written in 1909 shortly after 

Joplin’s marriage to his third wife.  Although his musical 

references are not specifically Mexican, Joplin does 

manage to invoke Latin America generally by utilizing 

both the tango and Cuban habanera rhythms.  Anyone 

familiar with Georges Bizet’s Carmen has of course 

heard the most famous use of the habanera in the femme 

fatale protagonist’s familiar aria “L’amour est un oiseau 

rebelle.”  Finally, “The Maple Leaf Rag” concludes this 

evening’s program, thereby bringing us full circle with 

the piece which first won Scott Joplin fame. 
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