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As a member of the first generation of
African Americans who were born just
after the end of slavery, Scott Joplin
faced a world of unique challenges.
His musical family scraped out a
living by sharecropping and cleaning
houses—but Scott was exceptionally
gifted, and his mother made sure he got piano
lessons. Classically trained, he spent several
years playing in churches and saloons. While for
a time he wanted to compose classical music, he
was drawn to ragtime, an early form of jazz that
featured African folk tunes and syncopated
rhythms. After his first composition, “Maple
Leaf Rag,” was published in 1899, Scott Joplin
was able to keep ragtime popular for the next
two decades. In fact, ragtime influences can be
heard in later forms of music, such as jazz,
blues, and even rock and roll.
Scott Joplin, the Father of Ragtime, whose
compositions cut across geography, race, and
class, was truly a Master of Music.
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Masters of
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Son of a Slave

T

he boy began to dance. He was a small child, and he
seemed controlled by an invisible puppet master as he
wiggled and shook his limbs. He wasn’t, of course.
Instead, the bouncing notes coming from a nearby piano were
insisting that he move.
How could he not? The man behind the piano was playing a
rhythm that made it impossible to sit still. It wasn’t gospel music, it
wasn’t a march, and it surely wasn’t classical. It was ragtime, and
already it seemed to have an entire nation tapping its collective
feet.
The pianist was Scott Joplin. He’d been trying to sell one of his
“rags” without success. So he decided on a gimmick. Surely the
dancing boy would convince a music publisher of the composition’s
power.
The music publisher’s name was John Stark. He owned a small
company in the town of Sedalia, Missouri. If he liked a song, he
bought the sheet music and had copies made of it. Then he sold the
copies to people who played the songs at their own pianos.
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Chapter 1 - Son of a Slave

The year was 1899. At that time, music wasn’t recorded. It was
sold as sheet music. A talented writer could earn a decent living
composing popular songs for other people to play. That was what
Scott Joplin was hoping for.
He was now in his early thirties. He’d spent years playing the
piano in smoke-filled bars and riding the rails for music tours. He
earned extra money giving piano lessons, but what he really wanted
to be was a full-time composer. Would this finally be his chance?
When he stopped playing, the boy stopped dancing, and for a
moment there was silence.
Then publisher John Stark told pianist Scott Joplin the words
he’d been waiting to hear. They had a deal. The song was “Maple
Leaf Rag.” It got its name from the saloon where it was first played,
a club over a feed store in downtown Sedalia.
Scott would soon make the club, and ragtime music, famous.
Although other composers had already written ragtime
compositions, Scott’s would be the first to sell over one million
copies. His work was part of the reason ragtime remained popular
for the next two decades. Today the rhythms of ragtime can be
heard in jazz, the blues, and rock and roll. Scott Joplin altered
existing songs in the same way that hip-hop and techno artists
would do a century later.
Scott was the son of a former slave. Some of the first musical
notes he heard had been handed down from the plantation. Slaves
from Africa brought their own native music with them and then
combined it with the hymns and spirituals they learned in the
United States. They sang the songs in the fields and performed
them for their owners in the plantation homes. It was music that
came from bondage and only began to reach a wider audience
following their freedom.
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Scott Joplin

Publisher John Stark bought Joplin's "Maple Leaf Rag" in 1899. The two of them
remained in business together for more than 10 years.

Scott memorized the music he learned as a child and combined
it with the popular tunes of his time. The world of slavery had been
vividly described to white people in the early 1850s in the novel
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The music of the slaves would reach the same
audience first through the stereotypical minstrel shows of the
1870s, then through the compositions of men like Scott Joplin.
Scott was a member of the first generation of African
Americans in the United States who were born after the end of
slavery. He was a man of contradictions, a classically trained pianist
who spent several years playing in saloons. His work cut across
geography, race, class, and time. He was in every way a Master of
Music.
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Chapter 1 - Son of a Slave

Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin was made into a movie at least eleven
times. These scenes from Harry A. Pollard’s 1927 version show slaves
before (top) and after (bottom) emancipation.
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