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The Cakewalk and it’s Role in the Evolution of Jazz 
 

First let us define a cakewalk. It is a flamboyant strutting dance 
done by plantation slaves for the pleasure of their master and his 
guests. Participants would dress up in fancy clothes handed down to 
them from their masters and improvise fancy dance steps to lively 
music. The couple that presented the most exciting and colorful dance 
would win a prize - a cake, thus the name cakewalk. The music is 
characterized by the old poetic mode of short, long, short. (amphibrach) 
- a term meaning - “short (brachys) on either side (amphi - long), - 
which perfectly describes the foot - a stressed syllable surrounded by 

two unstressed syllables.) Thus the cakewalk rhythm appears as:     
This cakewalk rhythm appears in some of the early jigs, reels, 

and quadrilles transported to America. 
 
Ex. 1 - Original Jigs and Reels - 1899 - D. S. Godfrey 

 
 

 



 

Ex. 3 - The Silver Wedding - c1880’s - F. B. H. Muller 
 

 
 
The first Negro composition appeared in the 1780’s, the era our 

copyright office opened. It was a jig-style tune. The jig was the most 
popular dance in Europe during the 15th century and it represented the 
basic dance from which all other social types have derived. Among the 
education of a new slave was to integrate him into the plantation 
community and what better activity to bring to him but the dance. 
These first dances were patterned after the Irish jig. This jig dance 
pattern was somewhat similar to his African dances and he was able to 
assimilate these jigs with little or no difficulty.  Thus the dance that was 
used for plantation inter-social activities was the jig, which leads to the 
music used in the early Cakewalks. 

By the time of the pre-Civil War period there appeared a distinct 
Negro musical class. The development of such a class was an inevitable 
prelude to the development of a truly popular Negro music developed 
from the period’s music of European origin. This Negro musical class 
accounted for the majority of all southern Negro dance music in the 
years preceding the Civil War. These musicians occupied a position on 
the plantation hierarchy only slightly below that of a household slave. 
As a result they were given more privileges than the other slaves and 
became better equipped to contribute to the changing social patterns 
that dominated the cultural activities of the Negro community. It was 
also these Negro musicians that were called upon by their masters to 
entertain their guests at social functions on the plantation. This 
situation was the setting for the evolution of the Cakewalk and its 
maturity into a popular activity on the plantations of the South.  



 

The Cakewalk rhythm also appears in only a few spirituals in 
“Slave songs of the U.S.” by Allen, Ware and Garrison.  

 
 



 

Ex. 6 - Musieu Banjo - Negro Spiritual 
 

 
 
In Gottschalk’s “Ojos Criollos, there appears a juxtaposition of 

the cakewalk and the Habanera rhythms, with syncopation in the bass. 
The cakewalk figures appear in another Cuban dance “Di Que si.” 
(Both are found in Carpentier’s La Musica en Cuba, page 119) 

In “Mellows” by Robert Emmett Kennedy (Uncle of legendary 
New Orleans cornetist Emmett Hardy) we find the Negro spiritual “I’m 
Going Home on a Cloud” which uses the cakewalk rhythm: 

 
Ex. 7 - I’m Goin’ Home On A Cloud - Emmett Kennedy 
 

 



 

We also find the cakewalk rhythm when the French contradance 
was transplanted to Haiti in the 18th century. It appears in the bass of a 
contradanza titled ‘Los Merengazos.’ 

 
Ex. 8 – Los Merengazos 

 
The Cakewalk rhythm was also an important element in the 

music of the Incas found in R. & H. d’Harcourt, La Musique des Incas 

et ses susrvivances. 

 

Ex. 9 – Music of the Incas 
 

 
 
The Cakewalk rhythm is also found in the tune Round’ de corn, 

Sally, an old Negro song. 
 
Ex. 10 –  

 
 
The typical Huayno kaypipas, from Cuzco, Peru, uses the 

Cakewalk rhythm. How much of an influence the two examples of Inca 
music had on the music of the early Cakewalk is not known. 

 
Ex. 11 – Inca melody 



 

The Cakewalk rhythm is a syncopated one and can be traced in popular American 
music through ragtime and the jazz era, although its use in ragtime and jazz was 
modified and appeared as what is called united syncopation. A large amount of rags 
and jazz tunes contain the cakewalk rhythm either in the introduction or in the 
main theme. 

 

 



 

 



 

 
 
In the cakewalks the element of syncopation was stressed 

throughout a complete composition. The element of syncopation 
becomes a very important musical element in early Negro jigs and reels, 
and in the cakewalk, the rag, and the jazz song of the 20’s. We find the 

appearance of the Scotch snap  in early minstrel music, which, if 

followed by a third note, becomes the cakewalk rhythm . Thus the 
natural appearance in early Negro music of the short, long, and shorts 
rhythmic element. 

Jasen in “Rags and Ragtime” states: “It was the cakewalk that 
had the distinction of being the first syncopated style of music to 
become popular in America, and its influence would be felt in some of 
the earliest published rags. The cakewalk anticipated Tin Pan Alley 
dance songs of the next decade.” 

Tin Pan Alley was the American public’s musical source for the 
popular music of the era. As a product, the cakewalk probably bore 
little resemblance to the music the blacks used to accompany their 
dancing of the cakewalk. Blacks, like Fred Stone of Detroit, who wrote 
cakewalks, used the Tin Pan Alley format. In this commercial format, 
cakewalks were 2/4 instrumentals, eventually using a vocal rendition in 
the trio parts of the cakewalk, used mostly because of the success of the 
coon song. (See Ex. 46). A cakewalk was written using a simple march 
structure and using simple syncopation within the cakewalk’s basic 
rhythm. Compositionally the cakewalks published were unpianistic 
pieces, involving single note and easily remembered melodic lines. The 
cakewalks, for the purpose of selling sheet piano music, were often 
arranged for piano (as were the marches of the day) but the cakewalk  
basically remained an instrumental music. With his close relationship 
to the march, J. P. Sousa played cakewalks on his band programs and 
was responsible for the cakewalk’s European popularity. We find an 
advertisement out of “The Call” of San Francisco on June 10, 1900 that 
states that “Paris has gone rag time wild.” While this headline describes 
Sousa’s selections of ragtime on his programs, the music shown is the 
Abe Holzmann cakewalk “Bunch O’ Blackberries,” further showing 
that the two words were used synonymously for the popular style music 
of the era. 

 



 

 
 
 
Ex. 26 - Advertisement for Sousa in Paris 
 

 
 
Sousa, on his European tours from 1900 to 1904, carried the 

cakewalk to London, Paris, Moscow, and elsewhere, making of point of 
featuring a drummer who could “syncopate” while the band played the 
popular cakewalk “At a Georgia Campmeeting” as an encore. Sousa’s 
influence can be seen in Stravinsky’s “Ragtime for Eleven 
Instruments,” and Debussy’s “Golliwog’s Cakewalk” and testify to 
Sousa’s influence abroad. 

One of the true predecessors of the cakewalk was Fred 
Neddesmeyer’s “Happy Hottentots Patrol” Characteristic of 1889, a 
banjo imitation piece that contained scattered syncopation, and makes 
use of united syncopation and other ethnic-suggesting features such as 
pentatonic and minor modes. As a syncopated march type, it contains 
important traits of ragtime. 

 



 

Neddesmeyer produced the first self-proclaimed cakewalk, 
“Opelika Cakewalk (1892) published by Schott of New York. It 
featured a then-conventional rhythm patter of 2 long beats followed by 
busier phrasing, possibly in emulation of a banjo. 

 “Rastus On Parade” was probably the first truly syncopated 
cakewalk. It was written in 1895 by Kerry Mills (1869-1948) and 
notated as a “Two-step March.” Mills was one of the most popular and 
prolific popular song composers of the era. He was a classically trained 
musician and was skilled on the violin. The song established which soon 
became a cakewalk harmonic cliché by beginning in a minor key and 
moving to the relative major, a policy that later cakewalk writers 
followed with a sub-dominate section. “At A Georgia Campmeeting,” 
also by Mills, was likewise self-published at first, as all the musical 
firms he submitted it to rejected it. The instant success of this song 
(which used the Civil War melody of “Our Boys Will Shine Tonight”) 
ushered in the cakewalk as a Tin Pan Alley rage. Mills is said to have 
begun writing cakewalks as a musical protest against the vulgar racial 
stereotypes that were projected in the minstrels and especially in the 
coon songs. He sought to present his music in a more genteel decorous 
social setting than previously used to sell popular sheet music. As a 
sheet music hit “Georgia” remained on the popular music scene for a 5 
or 6 year life span and remained as one of the cornerstones of early 
cakewalks. (See: Ex. 47) 

The Cakewalk craze, precipitated by Kerry Mills erupted as 
ragtime made its debut in sheet music form. There was little distinction 
between the cakewalk and the early rag and their names were mixed 
together, both becoming catchwords for this new, syncopated style of 
music. Many early ragtime composers drew upon cakewalk rhythms 
but most early cakewalk composers seldom tackled the ragtime style, 
even after it had replaced the cakewalk in popularity. By a process of 
semantic judging, cakewalks like Sherman’s Swisher’s “King of Rags” 
(1908), (See: Ex. 67) and Kerry Mill’s “Ragtime Dance” (1909) (See: Ex. 
69) were sold as ragtime to a public that made no real distinction 
between the two genres, except to regard the latter as more fashionable. 
Even before ragtime became popular and the cakewalk became more 
passe, the two terms were used capriciously by the music industry. In 
1898, Harry Von Tilzer’s coon song was entitled “Rastus Thompson’s 
Ragtime Cakewalk”. (See. Ex. 52) Arthur Pryor’s “Southern 



 

Hospitality” (1899) (See: Ex. 55) was described as a ragtime cakewalk. 
A cakewalk written by Fred Stone was titled “Bos’n Rag”. (See: Ex. 58) 

In reality the first three published rags, in fact, were actually 
cakewalks - “Mississippi Rag” (1897), (See: Ex. 56) Beebe’s “Ragtime 
March” (1897) and Hamilton’s “Ragtime Patrol” (1897). While many of 
Krell’s orchestral compositions were labeled as ‘the first rag-time two 
steps ever written”, they presented no departure whatsoever from 
established cakewalk conventions, beginning in the customary minor 
key and presenting a slightly syncopated, single note melody. If the 
composer or the publisher attached any musical significance to the term 
“ragtime” it probably meant only that the piece used “syncopation.” 
Even as a syncopated two-step, “Mississippi Rag” was not novel in any 
respect, but belonged in the same category as Kerry Mill’s “Rastus on 
Parade.” 

When J. P. Sousa and his band toured Europe, included in their 
repertoire were a number of cakewalks (not rags). These were played 
for the crown kings of Europe (including Emperor William of 
Germany, the Czar of Russia and King Edward VII). Two of the songs 
reported as being played were “Smoky Mokes” and “Georgia Camp-
Meeting.” Both these tunes were cakewalks, not rags. It is another 
example of the two genres being mixed-up.  

In October of 1897, Northrup’s “Louisiana Rag” used a theme 
then known as “Pasmala.” It contrasted cakewalk devices with a very 
ambitious use of syncopation. “Louisiana Rag’s” opening section had a 
pronounced cakewalk rhythm. It used three different rhythm patterns 
that removed it from the realm of dance music and in its own way 
paved the way for pianistic ragtime. Louisiana Rag plainly echoed what 
was really already the establishment of a pianist tradition of ragtime. 
(See: Ex. 48) 

Minstrel Ernest Hogan created a comedy dance called the 
“Pasmala” which consisted of a walk forward with 3 steps back. He also 
wrote a song “La Pas Ma La” which meant ‘mixed step.’ 

In examining a number of early minstrel music we find very little 
syncopation. (See: Ex. 27) 

The beginnings of the Cakewalk as we know it were said to be in 
1877 with the publication of “Walking For Dat Cake, by Braham. (See: 
Ex. 40) 

Jasen has a brief discussion of the development of the early 
cakewalk: 



 

 
“When not intended for dancing, the cakewalk had a descriptive 

character, purporting to depict a slow, high-kicking improvisatory 
black dance (done by couples competing for a prize cake). Though 
believed to be of plantation origin, the dance became familiar to the 
general American public through stage representations, beginning with 
Harrigan and Hart’s “Walking For Dat Cake (1877). Some two decades 
later it became a vaudeville sensation owing to its Broadway 
presentation by Bert Williams and George Walker, the country’s best-
known black entertainers, whose likeness appears on the first edition of 
the Maple Leaf Rag sheet music.  

Soon the Cakewalk was a high society pastime, both here and 
abroad. Among blacks it remained less respectable. W. E. B. DuBois, 
writing in The Philadelphia Negro, an 1899 sociological study, relegated 
it to the bottom third of black society, and remarked of local cakewalk 
gatherings: “they are accompanied by much drinking, and are attended 
by white and black prostitutes.” 

 
There followed numerous publications of cakewalks, the style 

reaching its zenith in 1899.  On the cover of a published cakewalk we 
find it called by various stylistic names: a cakewalk, two-step, march, 
polka and/or a rag. Regardless what appeared on the cover the 
composition was primarily a cakewalk in style and form. The influence 
of the cakewalk rhythm and its use of syncopation eventually evolved 
into what became known as ragtime. The rag became a more musically 
developed cakewalk, eventually dropping the cakewalk rhythm with 
more use of dotted notes and united syncopation. Early rags and jazz 
songs still used the cakewalk rhythm modified with variations of the 
rhythm, which developed into what has been called secondary rags. 
These rags were more musically developed and demanded a more 
technical musical ability then the early, simpler cakewalk compositions. 
The rag was also described in the front cover of the sheet music as 
being able to be used as a rag, a Cakewalk, March, or two-step without 
any change in the music except for perhaps a tempo change. The form 
of the cakewalk is almost exact to the march form, which of course is 
the form of ragtime. Many early cakewalks had the traditional use of 
the Cakewalk rhythm in the 13 and 14th bars. (See: Ex. 36) 

Minstrel music had depended on Black folk sources for material. 
In the early 1890’s the American popular music market was 



 

bombarded by Negro subjects using such designations as “Ethiopian 
Oddities,” “Darky Songs,” “Plantation Songs,” and especially “Coon 
Songs.” These all had the mark of the minstrel tradition, but were 
produced outside the minstrel show. They were included in musical 
revues and in many of the specialty acts. The “coon song” soon became 
a craze and its momentum revitalized the blackface impersonations as a 
staple musical routine.  

By 1895, a new vogue was in full bloom, with popular songs 
described as “characteristic march and two-step” songs, or “patrols,” 
and “cakewalks,” all based on black folk themes.  The coon song and 
the cakewalk gained popularity, and with the popularity of the 
cakewalk, the coon song began to have less appeal. The publishers even 
tried to put the coon lyrics into cakewalks. Cakewalk syncopation soon 
changed into what was called united syncopation and thus the mixing of 
the two names - cakewalk and rag. It was the introduction of cakewalks 
into piano music that crystallized the different musical elements of 
keyboard music that evolved into the piano rag. We can see this as 
music was published using the notation “rag” (ex: “Mississippi Rag” - a 
cakewalk; and Joplin’s “Original Rags” also a cakewalk). In reality it is 
only a matter of terminology at first, with the two words (cakewalk and 
rag) being used synonymously, until each was established with musical 
characteristic that became definitive styles of their own. It was an 
evolution from Negro folk tunes, to the cakewalk, to the early rag, to the 
secondary rags, and finally to jazz. The coon song was a fad in a more 
common rhythm of popular songs of the era. The ‘coon’ song contained 
very little syncopation, using the cakewalk rhythm sparingly, the words 
being the definite characteristic of the ‘coon’ song.  

The word rag was used as a very comprehensive word. In M. A. 
Bickford’s article “Something About Ragtime,” in the Sept. 1913 “The 
Cadenza States: 

 
“The term “ragtime” ….was not coined until about twenty years 

ago (Sic: 1897), but it has had a very active existence since that time, 
and shows no immediate signs of being obliterated. “The Mobile Buck,” 
a peculiar “stop time” Negro dance, popular about two generations ago, 
was one of the first numbers of this character to become the rage, and 
in its wake came “The Darkey’s Dream” (still well liked) which contains 
considerable syncopation, though it is not strictly a ragtime 
composition. Soon after this Kerry Mills’ “Rastus on Parade,” “Georgia 



 

Camp Meeting” and “Whistling Rufus” swept the country (England as 
well) and American ragtime (Sic: again, these were cakewalks called 
ragtime) was thoroughly and irrevocably launched.” 

 
Leo Oehmler, in the Musical Observer of Sept. 1914 in an article 

entitled “Ragtime,” also uses ragtime to relate the publication of Kerry 
Mills’ “Georgia Camp Meeting.” He writes: 

“Mr. Kerry Mills of New York was probably the first person to 
launch a ragtime piece on the musical market, no doubt innocent as a 
lamb at the time he set afloat his “Georgia Camp Meeting,” that the 
syncope fever would follow in the wake of this famous opus. (Sic: again, 
“Camp Meeting” is a cakewalk.) (See page 76 for more on this song.) 

Improvising only became important after ragtime. Pianist would 
rag a tune, which really was more like an embellishment than 
improvising. Many feel that the beginning of jazz was in the Chicago 
style where improvising became an important part of the style. New 
Orleans early jazz/dance band music was played by both the classically 
trained orchestras (mostly by the Creoles of Color), and the bands of 
those who did not read music - known as ‘faking’ musicians. Bands that 
became known as jazz bands started out as regular dance bands but 
without the classical training of the “society orchestras.” These early 
“jazz/dance” bands would listen to the reading bands, and by ear, learn 
their part. If they couldn’t get a certain part, they would ‘fake’ it, thus 
the beginning, in a small way; the improvising that later became an 
important part of jazz. Jazz is a style, a way of playing music, not 
completely an improvised music. Many people voiced an opinion that if 
jazz is written down it is not jazz. I do not agree with that. It was the 
written music that enabled jazz to evolve into its later style. Jazz did not 
‘invent’ improvising; improvising began with the first notes of ancient 
music, and continued throughout the history of music. Beethoven and 
the great masters all improvised. They wrote variations, which are 
really written down improvising. Improvising lost its popularity after 
the romantic period of music when concert artist would improvise a 
given melody as an encore to their program.  Most early jazz bands, 
when a piano was available, would use a woman pianist. These women 
pianist could read music, many playing for their church choirs. The 
early bands would secure a ‘lead sheet’, have the pianist play it, and 
after hearing it would work out their parts to fit the played harmony 
and melody. After much experience with this procedure the musicians 



 

could hear a piece once and fit a part to it. One could call this 
improvising but they were only working out their part, there were no 
solo choruses when they played the finished product, which was strictly 
for dancing. Remember that early jazz was dance music. The collective 
improvising of the early New Orleans jazz bands began in this way. 
Even the early jazz recording were worked out, not freely improvised. 
They were not really good voice leading or counterpoint but the 
musicians tried to have their part fit the harmony played by the pianist.  
Jazz evolved by dance musicians adding parts to the harmony and 
trying to play the melody as heard or written. When jazz began to gain 
popular appeal it was the rhythm that was stressed as it was for 
dancing. The syncopation used gave it a ‘swingin’ style, often the 
syncopation evolved by the musicians playing their note earlier or later 
trying to fit the rhythm that was strict - as it was for dancing. It was the 
written jazz arrangements that brought jazz to the mass population. It 
was a dance age and dancers demanded a jazz style rhythm, not 
improvising.  

The cakewalk introduced the dancing public to syncopation and a 
sturdy rhythm that was demanded by the dancing public. After the 
introduction of the cakewalk and ragtime there was a rush to furnish 
jazz style rhythms to the public dancers, thus the importance of written 
jazz rhythms that could be played by the wealth of dance bands around 
the country. The written music and recordings furnished the public 
their demands for this new rhythm that they heard in the early 
cakewalks. This evolving of jazz rhythms is like a ladder, with the 
bottom steps the minstrel melodies (bringing Negro music to the general 
public); the next step - the cakewalks (bringing syncopated rhythms to 
the public); next ragtime (beginning as piano music) and finally the jazz 
song - the culmination of all the latter musical styles). It can be pointed 
out that the cakewalk rhythm is much like the Spanish Havana, its 
rhythm also short long short. 

We should state here that the melodic and rhythmic 
characteristic and the lyrics written for the cakewalk fit like a glove. As 
will be observed from the picturesque covers of the sheet music the 
cultural stereotype of the Afro-American was prevalent in the 
caricatures used on these covers. When lyrics were present they were in 
the Negro dialect and stereotype.  There is no way to justify this 
practice of the times and when given here in the original context, it is 
for historic importance.   



 

 
The Minstrels 

 
 The minstrel show presented individual entertainers imitating 

Negro singing and dancing. Thomas  “Daddy” Rice, in 1832, was the 
first successful entertainer to bring Negro music to the American 
public. Negro music was heard and written about by travelers to the 
Southern plantations. Their description of Negro music was the only 
exposure of this Negro music to the American public during this early 
era. Rice interpreted a Negro stable boy’s antics while cleaning a horse 
stall, interpreting the song and dance he heard into an act that, after a 
successful road trip, Rice ended his tour with great acclaim in New 
York City in 1832. This routine became known as “Jim Crow. 

 
Ex. 1- Jim Crow 
 

 
 
In February of 1843, four grotesque figures in blackface, wearing 

white trousers, striped calico shirts, and blue calico coats with long 
swallowtails, appeared on the stage of the Bowery Amphitheater in New 
York City. They proceeded to entertain the delighted audience with a 
combination of singing, dancing, Negro dialect patter, and instrumental 
music played on the banjo, violin, bone castanets, and tambourine. 
Their performance concluded with a “walk-around” and “breakdown” 
(grotesque plantation dance). This was the historic debut of the 
Virginia Minstrels (Ethiopian Band). The leader of this group was Dan 
Emmett, the composer of “Dixie.” 

 



 

Ex. 2 - The Virginia Minstrels - 1843 
 

 
 
This small group of entertainers and the many others to follow 

created a new form of public entertainment. Negro minstrels tailored 
their entertainment to rural audience in the South and kept its size and 
format as a small carnival or gilly with a Jig Top. A Jig Top was a 
portion of the tent presenting Negro singing and dancing. 

There was little syncopation in early minstrel music. The banjo, 
being one of the instruments in the first minstrel band, did not play in a 
syncopated style; chords were usually played in strict rhythm. Minstrel 
melodies, as used in the minstrels were not syncopated, nor were the 
solos played by banjoists (until banjo virtuosos entered the olio part of 
the show). Syncopation came into the minstrels when the cakewalk was 
introduced into the minstrel shows, usually being the climax of the 
show. It was the minstrel show that brought Negro music to the 
attention of the American public.  

 
The Origin and History 

 
The early Negro Jigs and Reels combined into a suite called the 

Cakewalk. The early Cakewalk was mostly a series of short jigs and 
reels. Often other popular music, like a popular plantation song or a 
buck and wing tune (The Miss. Rag - 1899) - was in this formula.  

In an article in “Rag Times” of July 1975, N.E. Willmorth states: 
 
“Records indicate that maybe as far back as the 1840’s, the slaves 

were putting on fandangos and shuffling around to the tune of 


