BLACK HISTORY MONTH

QUICK FACTS

DID YOU KNOW?

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Scott Joplin (1868-1917) was known as the “King of Ragtime.”  If anything, his music is more popular today than it was then.  During his lifetime, Joplin experienced both widespread popularity and relative obscurity.

Joplin was born in Texarkana, Arkansas, in 1868.  He began to study piano as a child, demonstrating an unusual style.  He started on a tour of the Midwest while he was still a teenager.  In 1893, he performed at the Columbian Exhibition in Chicago.  During those first years as a performer, he played classical music and showed himself to be an extremely competent musician.  Joplin settled in Sedalia, Missouri, in 1893.  Intending to become a classical pianist, he studied music at the George R. Smith College for Negroes.  While in Sedalia, he wrote and published a number of songs and found early fame.

Joplin spent a great deal of time writing his own music.  His most productive period was from 1899 through 1911.  He published his first major ballet suite in 1902.  His instruction book for the piano, The School of Ragtime, was published in 1907.  It became a standard for pianists who played ragtime, a lively kind of music.  Joplin, through his ragtime compositions, has had a lasting influence.  His “Maple Leaf Rag,” is one of the most famous American rags.  Some of his ragtime music was adapted for the score of The Sting, a movie that was released in 1973. The composer Marvin Hamlisch won an Academy Award for the music.  

In 1911, Joplin, published what many consider his most important work, Treemonisha.  It has been called a folk opera or a ragtime opera, but in it Joplin combined all of his musical ideas.  He not only wrote the music but also choreographed it.  Even though he became obsessed with its success and invested a lot of money in its production, it was performed only once during his lifetime.  Treemonisha was revived in 1972 and met with critical acclaim.  

