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From the heartland of our nation at the turn of the century came ragtime, the first truly mature and original American music. For nearly twenty-five years, from 1896 until 1920, ragtime was America's popular music in the seedy salons, in the extravagant dance halls, and in the parlors of the family home. While Europeans arrived in the hundreds of shiploads to Ellis Island, while the urban factories churned out their iron machines in overtime production, while Henry Ford's Model Ts were test-driven across the country, and while the Wild West was tamed, ragtime played on. 
Ragtime was dance music. Black Americans first cakewalked to it, parading in couples dressed in their fineries, high-stepping to the under-lying pulse. They gathered to sing the commercialized ragtime songs created by Tin Pan Alley, including such hits as "Hello, My Baby," "Won't You Come Home, Bill Bailey?" and "Alexander's Ragtime Band." They listened to ragtime pianists in the beer salons on the way home from their factories and shops. Just as the jazz swing style is reminiscent of the 1940s, and rock 'n' roll personifies the 1950s, rag-time ran rampant as the first American musical craze of the century. 
What do we know about our earliest popular music? Beyond the association of the style with the Academy Award winning film of 1974 The Sting, the beauty and intellectual challenge of ragtime mu-sic may be as obscure to us as it is to our students. From elementary general music classes to music in undergraduate general studies courses, an assessment of popular music is vital to an understanding of our musical heritage. At once popular and classical, it may have been the highly developed pianistic style, the standard formal design, and the sheer artistry of its performances that earned ragtime a toe-hold in two worlds among professional musicians and the general consumer public. Before rock, be-bop, and New Orleans jazz, there was the ragtime rage. 
Ragtime's origins 
Ragtime music was developed by itinerant black pianists who traveled the Midwest, playing cafes and red-light "sporting districts" in St. Louis, Kansas City, and Chicago. It evolved from a complex combination of formal European piano mu-sic traditions and informal folk traditions of black Americans. The syncopated melodies were "ragged" versions of the smooth and steady march tunes, hymns, and folk songs. Before Scott Joplin and other classical ragtime composers, the earliest attempts in the development of ragtime style by traveling musicians demonstrated the improvisatory art of "ragging" the well-known melodies of the day to the even accompaniment rhythms. The word ragtime first appeared in print in 1897, but its derivation was much older. The description of the syncopated rhythm of the melody as "ragged" is the most musically descriptive root. 
Ragtime is essentially a musical composition that features the integration of syncopated melodies in separate sections. Unlike jazz, classic ragtime was fully conceived and composed before it was performed; ragtime music is not improvised. It was distinguished from European piano music of the period by its incessant syncopation of the right hand (the "rag") against the even chords or octaves (the "time") of the left hand. As an amalgamation of forms, ragtime owed its origins to nineteenth-century minstrelsy, church songs of the black plantations, and even the blues. The percussive use of the banjo, tambourine, and bones by blackface minstrels on the riverboats helped to establish the rhythmic foundations of ragtime. Likewise, the staccato claps and shouts of the spirituals, the blues, and the work songs contributed to ragtime's development. The medley of short and familiar black American folk tunes led to the formal design of classic rag-time, a piano style quite removed from the smooth, almost sentimental, European salon music of the same era. 
The role of the piano was fundamental to the development of rag-time music, although ragtime ensembles of banjos, clarinets, and percussion instruments were not uncommon in the ballrooms. The piano was a symbol of middle-class respectability and a focal point for family entertainment and the cultural education of youth. The piano industry was booming, with the sales of pianos and sheet music reaching their peaks in 1909, the midpoint of the Ragtime Era. Resonant grand pianos and full uprights produced a considerable sound that was further amplified by the wood-en floors and walls of the parlors and dance halls. The production of player pianos added another dimension to the instruments, as ragtime music would roll out in flawless execution, the piano keys moving rapidly without human fingers. The piano maintained the percussive effects of black American music and stamped ragtime with its identity as a musical style of technical mastery, velocity, and virtuosity. 
Although it originated in the United States, ragtime captivated the world with the force of its rhythms and the lilt of its tunes. Bandleader John Phillip Sousa traveled with marches in ragtime style, catching the ears of the German Kaiser and the Russian Czar who cakewalked to them. Among the classical European composers, several were intrigued with the form. Brahms conceived of a ragtime composition just before his death. In his "Children's Corner," Debussy showed keen understanding of the style in the playful humor of "The Golliwogg's Cakewalk." Stravinsky's "Piano Rag Music" was a sensitive rendering of ragtime in the composer's neoclassical period. Other classical composers followed, including Darius Milhaud and Paul Hindemith. 
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