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To best study the rise of ragtime I have taken all of the magazine articles 

published in my book “Jazz in Print” and put them into one group. From observing 

this evolution we can see not only the development of this ragtime style but all the 

comments of the critics and scholars on ragtime during its evolution. One can find 

many examples of the ragtime rhythm (Syncopation) in the classics as in a 

Beethoven quote given in the first article it is the use of this element throughout a 

composition that gives ragtime its style. 

Articles 

1899 – June - ETUDE 

RAG-TIME - RAGTIME music has a respectable genesis; an old, venerable one 
indeed. We need not go farther back than to the music of the god-like Beethoven to find 
examples of ragtime music; though formerly known under a more respectable technical 
name, that of syncopation. So rag-time music is simply syncopated rhythm maddened 
into a desperate iterativeness; a rhythm overdone, to please the present public music taste. 
Because of the present public fondness for it, that philosopher who contends that all 
music is popular, just so far as its rhythmic movement-not its melodic, or harmonic is 
popular, is happy in his putting of a time point on it. "Ah!" he knowingly exclaims; rag-
time, in a word." 

 Here is another notational illustration of the early genesis and perennial 
usefulness of rag-time music, from the great tone master, Haydn. It is a section of one of 
his variations on the Austrian National Hymn, which he composed. It constitutes that 
step-from a sublime hymn to the ridiculous tonal halt which the cynic critic loves to roll 
under his tongue:  
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From this grand Austrian Hymn let us turn to one of the sanctified Gregorian tones, 
which opens with a favorite rag-time phrase, thus:  
 

 
 

This Gregorian notational except shows that, even in church music, the people of 
all countries and times demand that tonal variety of which the great classic authority on 
the fugue, Anton Recha says, "Variety is the very soul of music; and is, with respect to 
that art, what proportions are to the mathematics," And this is Gregorian rag-time.  

The following selections from the wild music of the wild Fantees show that rag-
time is not a creation of musical culture, but an adoption of a very old, very wild, yet very 
human rhythmic form: 

 

 
This fantee dirge music is especially interesting for its illustration of the funeral 

use of rag-time by the Fantees, in marked contract to its modern, mirthful use.  
Numberless are the rag-time instances in the fugues and other compositions of 

Beethoven's distinguished teacher, Albert Albrechtsberger, who says, practically, in 
them, "No rag-time, no fugue." Numberless are they, too, in the fugues and other works 
of all the composers since the morning stars were created and sang together. They are 
born of that soul of music, variety; they are an integral part of tonal mathematics, the 
essence of human song. Call them "coon time," "rag-time," syncopated time, or what not 
time; they unquestionably meet the musical exigencies of man's present mundane 
environment. If you were to ask me if rag-time will obtain among glorified souls when 
time is no more, I, naturally, would hesitate as to uttering an opinion, to be taken as an 
indisputable dictum, though inclined to agree with the philosopher already quoted herein 
that so far as man remains, in the great hereafter, as he now is, so far will he desire and 
demand rhythmic music "ragtime," "coon music," syncopated music, rub a dub music. In 
proof of this opinion, I would refer the skeptic reader to the material images in the 
Revelation of St. John.  

The tone philosopher, of all times, declares that music is only rhythm.  
He "knowingly exclaims" thus; yet the profoundest present student of music must 

feel, as have felt the tone masters, from Beethoven to Wagner, and would exclaim, as did 
St. Paul before the noble Felix, "except these (rhythmic) bonds!" The more one studies, 
and the deeper one delves into the tone wealth of the masters, the more does he realize 
their soul chafing at these bonds.  

That rag-time is musically effective, nobody denies. Watch its effect on any 
audience, if you happen to think differently about it from everybody. Nevertheless is rag-
time of the earth, earthy; rub-adub; of the lower, lowest earth, earthy; though Beethoven 
employed it; and, with a questionable artistic taste in the foregoing example, be it said, 
even touching that god like master. The more one studies, and the higher one gets, with 
Beethoven, Wagner, and Dante, into the empyreau, the more will be chafe at rhythmic 
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cabining and cribbing. Heaven surely has no baton wielder, time counter; for time, of all 
kinds, is, or will be, no more there! 

Present rag-time is a ligno-musical stimulant. The ordinary music listener wants 
to hear something musical that sets the head to nodding and the foot to stamping; 
something which he can grasp and comprehend with his present rhythmic sense, 
somewhat as he does a cane, because of his Simian descent. The ordinary music listener 
is blasé, as the French say. Music to be enjoyed by him must be of the most pronounced, 
accentuated rhythm; tonal caviar. Not the Sousa music, in this regard; each strain of it is 
of a different, yet public attractive, rhythm; a rhythm adroitly chosen so as to preserve a 
certain general, artistic unanimity of movement; one which shall not antagonize, to the 
extent of an open protest, the highly critical listener. Note, too, the openly confessed, 
nude rag-time, "coon time" pieces, without any nonsense of affectation about them. They 
might offend the high church sense of open mouthed, professed respecters of the 
proprieties of classic music; notwithstanding, when judged by the criterion of pure, 
general popularity-the popularity which obtains at our summer-gardens-they seem to be 
at one with the present demand of the present general public. When we have said thus 
much, let us not forget the quotation from one of the great Beethoven's most popular 
overtures which heads this paper.  

The present American music age has in it a noisy element which exalts rhythm, 
pure and simple, above tone. America, generally, is not yet educated deeply, thoroughly 
enough in a musical regard, to be able to exercise a well disciplined, discriminative 
judgment touching the matter of music. Hence it wants rag-time in it music just now, not 
as Beethoven, Haydn, and the other old masters sparingly used it, as the gormand does 
pepper in his food; it want its music to be all pepper, so to speak. The masters have made 
rag-time classic, as the music antiquary must admit; and that old master who first used it 
doubtless did so in order to relieve that early rhythmic current whose accents had uniform 
intervals. Music students ever find the analysis of music accents a very interesting matter, 
one to which they may profitably attend. Therefore, the present phase of American 
musical feeling well may be noted by them; it doubtless will be cited and conumenented 
upon by the musical historian of the future, who may find that some class-music collector 
of to-day has, not unwisely, gathered together and had bound in volumes, and deposited 
them in some public library, all the rag-time tunes that now delight the public ear. 
Judging our musical future by the past of music in the Old World, the belief is fair that 
rag-time-by some other name, perhaps-will be much in evidence to that historian, in the 
music of his day.  

 
Part II 

 
The labor devoted by a music student to ascertaining which tone-master has used 

rag-time most felicitously, effectively, would not be wasted. If his effort took him from 
the works of those composers whose names are on every student-lip into the less beaten 
tone paths, he might benefit both himself and the music world by bringing into deserved 
publicity neglected merit, as, for example, the fugues of the German Composer, 
Buxtehude, which rank, in excellence, with some of Bach's or those of his worthy brother 
composers, Froberger, Widor, Merkel, and others, whose names are not extensively 
biographed. If curious to know rag-time's notational beginning, he will try to ascertain, 
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doubtless, when notes, all of which originally were of one equal length, were made to 
vary in length; in ascertaining which he will find that then it was when notational 
syncopation was first effected, and that it then was effected in a way that caused the 
application of this term to the notational and musical result-a term which signifies 
cutting. Doubtless his research in this regard will lead him to accept the generally 
accredited historic statements that notes were thus equal prior to A. D. 1330, and that 
Doctor J. de Muris, of Paris, then invented notes of unequal lengths; to which information 
the inference that equal lengthed notes must be cut to prolong the vibration of a sound is 
a natural sequence. Examples of this note-cutting he may find, too, such as this:  

 

 
 

Notational and nomenclature variety followed this invention in such a way as to 
give to music driving-notes an English term early used as a synonym for syncopated 
notes-a term which is more elegant and musically significant than rag-time, for it directly 
indicates the character of this tonal movement, which is a driving of one note into 
another. The Italian term for it Alla Zoppa, derived from the Italian Zoppo, lame-savors, 
more than rag-time, of this tonal movement's artistic completion; and the following 
Italian example of it is quite like passages in to-day's rag-time pieces; 
 

 
 

The Acciacatura, a term derived from the Italian Acciavare, to crush, to jam,-as 
understood by the Italian author, Manfredi,-is, in tonal effect, a rag-time variety of 
present popularity a thing that is crushed or jammed usually finds itself ragged. This 
crusher is sometimes intended to be so much of a transient note of animation as to 
necessitate its performance to be, as Dr. Burney, the musical historian, says, "as if the key 
were red hot."  Example: 

 

 
Rag-time is nothing, musically, if not a driver, crusher, and of the most aggressive 

kind. Its raging desire for appropriate materials for its techno-compositional make up 
causes it to be so. Hence, it syncopates passing notes, apporiaturas, suspensions-whatever 
it can subtly make subservient to its purpose; whatever perturbs being fish to its net, its 
highest art aim being perturbation, so far as perturbation does not work serious violence 
to the natural feeling for euphony. Its earliest notational users restricted it to music for 
keyed instruments, but its aggressiveness soon sent it among the voices. 

Here is a right neat little token of musical learning, on the line of qualifying or 
preparing for a vocal syncopation, taken from the old Irish melody of "Hush, the Cat": 
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Here is a grand one from Mozart's "Figaro": 

 
 

How this dramatic exclamation would have thrilled the heart of the old Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus, who founded his opinion, that accent is the source of all music, upon 
music which was old to him!  

So popular is rag-time now that the academically technical accentual divisions-
grammatical, oratorical, pathetic-will have to be broadened in their scope, or added to by 
the musical grammarians, thereby to so adjust them to its present public status as to 
satisfy its exacting devotees. Addition seems to be their easier way, making these 
divisions to be: grammatical, oratorical, pathetic, altogether crushing. Doubtless 
Dionysius would not protest if this fourth division were sweetened into esthetic; and he 
might now quote copiously from Mozart's and Beethoven's works in its favor. Kant's 
conception that everything may be regarded esthetically would fortify this sweetening, 
apparently. Technically speaking, the esthetic accent being an irregular one, it fits-as a 
descriptive definition-rag-time very well; a kind of time which is part and parcel enough 
of music's fiber to be worthy of this dignity. The music student, when comparing the use 
of rag-time by one tone-master with that by another, will notice the different degrees of 
refinement it can be made to assume by the hand of genius. The music critic's (Jahn) 
remark, "Haydn's minuets are the product of a laughter-loving national life; Mozart's give 
the tone of good society," is in harmony with the rag-time idea; for, of all musical 
materials, syncopation can be so inspired as, in Horace's words, grandly to "strike the 
stars" or meanly descend to the depths of banality-hiccoughing bacchanality. That is, like 
any other fad, is the victim of numberless abuses is a patent fact. Among the present 
numberless rag-time pieces, many are as forcibly so and so unentertaining as were those 
wooden mechano-musical canons, with the construction of which conceited ancient 
musicians amused themselves and wearied their patient friends. 

A rag-time piece, to be clever, witty, piquant, amusing, must have thoughts which 
find appropriate, best expression through syncopation. The art-canons, of universal 
application, which should govern the musician when he is composing rag-time pieces are 
that, 1) he should know what his music is to express; 2) he should believe that what his 
music is to express can be best expressed by the use of rag-time. If he is governed by 
these canons, his rag-time music will be truly esthetic; if not, his screeds may be, as some 
present rag-time effusions are, instances of what might be classified under the head of 
musical cretinism, tonal idiocy with deformity; or be ethically considered as tonal 
viciousness-the attempt to render music attractive at the expense of truth. 

Rag-time having, as has all music, its therapeutic element, its present popularity, 
in this neurotic country and age of man, surely has a felicitous timeliness which the music 
student should not because of its general anthropologic value; not it with applause. 

Rag-time music is now resorted to by overworked minds quite as novel-reading is 
by the tried statesman, diplomat. Its rollicking fa-la-sol-la may be accredited with 
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keeping many a harried worker from fe lo do se. Fondness for it, as a cure, is less 
traceable to mental or moral degeneracy than to physical dyspepsia. Our song-shops are 
wisely dispensing helpful rag-time cures for the morbid conditions of the nation's 
neurotic trouble; cures which are of more practical, human, and humane value than 
Nietche's call for men who are more than men-over men-a call which fittingly lands him 
in bedlam. 

When the music student has reached a conclusive opinion, by research, 
concerning the compositional employment of rag-time, in a comparative regard, and as to 
its general, musical, moral, and medicinal, he doubtless will be ready to confess that his 
time has been profitably spend; for his research must have for him what an important and 
far-reaching musical departure its first notational appearance in tone-art indicates, and 
what a great tonal evolution is birth in rated. 
 

1900 - MUSICIAN - MARCH - RAGTIME  

  
Rag-time, according to F. W. Root, bears the same relation to the great things of 

the musical world that Mother Goose's melodies do to the masterpieces of the world's 
literature. Criticizing this lowly but extremely popular sort of music, he says it came from 
the great maestros of the earth. Wagner lapsed into it much after the manner of statesmen 
who sometimes get tired and drop into versification. Mozart also had moments of fatigue 
or exuberance, when he dashed off a few notes in the measure of the cake-walk melody. 
Some of the great literateurs have written along the mental attitude of Mother Goose, and 
so have Bach and Beethoven yielded to the impulse to put their lofty thoughts into sharps 
and flats that would be appreciated in music hall circles. 

"I would not do away with rag-time music," said Mr. Root. "If some one should 
ask me if I would blot out Mother Goose's rhymes I would say unhesitatingly I would not 
do it. Mother Goose is a good thing in its way. So is rag-time. 

"To make the matter plain, rag-time is syncopation. All of the great masters have 
enjoyed syncopated notes. That is all right, or the masters would not have done it. But 
they did not write all of their works in syncopation. That shows that syncopation is good 
for a while, but we do not want too much of it. Now, Mother Goose's literature is a good 
thing, but suppose you had nothing else to read you would get tired of it after a while." 

"What would you suggest to be done about it?" he was asked. 
"Let it alone, the people who like it may learn after a while to like something else 

better."  
"What objection lies against rag-time music?" 
"It is a repetition of the same thing, that's all. There is nothing else in the world 

the matter with it. As I said, if it were not a good thing the masters would not have used 
it." 

Among many oddities of rag-time an example of its effect may be seen in the 
setting of "Old Hundred" to that measure.  

"There is no such thing as good music or bad music," said Prof. Emil Liebling. 
"You may set good music to bad or vicious wordings and the music becomes bad by 
implication. So with rag-time. It is now lending itself to low vaudeville, in the main, and 
because of that association the music is denounced.  
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"The song from "Carmen" "Love is a wild Bird," is one of the best examples of 
rag-time in modern music. In the overture to 'Don Juan,' by Mozart, and in some 
compositions of Bach we have good examples of syncopation.  

"Rag-time is simply having its day. It will be forgotten as a craze in a few years" 

1900 - MUSIC COURIER - MAY 30 

 
RAG-TIME COMMUNICATION - On page 20 of issue of May 23 is a quotation 

from Col. D. Parker upon rag-time music, with a statement "as to the origin of the term 
rag-time the writer confesses his ignorance, and he has not even a theory."  

It seems, in my opinion, to be a desirable thing, if some hymologist will assist us 
in this. If a bit that I have gleaned in the study of Hindoostani music, theory and practice, 
be of any assistance, I cheerfully quote the matter that seems in any way to refer to the 
subject. 

Szl or rag is a mode in music, "six in number music, song, tune, anger, passion, 
love.  

Rag chana, to be in concert.  
Rag-rang, music. 
Rag sagar, a song composed of many rags or musical modes.  
Rag-mata the name of a treatise on music. 
Surely the above must have some even remote relation to the title we hear so 

much of to-day, yet whose modes and science the present day compositions are 
degrading. 

A word as to pronunciation - the dash over the a gives it the sound of "ah" instead 
of the long a, as we understand the sign.  

This is but one link in the chain of musical matter, but it all will give of their 
knowledge in any way related to this word, there may at some time come conclusions 
based upon thorough understanding of the misuse of a perfected thing. "Rag-time," as 
used to-day, appeals only to the baser instincts. Such ends often come from originally 
high standards when abased. 

Trusting this will be of some little use, very truly, Miss Myrta L. Mason.  
Assistant Music Dept. -Library of Congress. (May 24,1900). 

The above attempt to give the etymology of the rhythmic device known as rag-
time is interesting and quite as conclusive as any other attempt of the sort. In speaking of 
negro music, a writer in last Sunday's Sun gives a death dealing blow to the notion that 
the music we call African is really so. He says:  

"No negro could have composed "Massa's in de Col', Col' Groun," fine and 
melancholy as it is, and no negro could have ever dreamed of the melody of 'Suwanee 
River,' which is also melancholy, but is distinctly white man's music. It is not the 
ornateness, or correctness, of these which puts them beyond making by the black. It is 
their inner quality, which is not Negro at all. On the other hand, "Ah Been Wukkin' on de 
Levee,' a well-known Mississippi chorus, while it is more ornate than either of the Foster 
songs, is, in the main, of African creation. Again, 'Clim Up, Climb Up to de Sky,' a camp 
meeting hallelujah hymn, in its wildness and savage exultation reeks of the forests of 
equatorial Africa."  

This is precisely what The Musical Courier has maintained for years, and despite 
the assertions that Dvorak had used genuine African-American these critics flatteringly 
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called it-in his E minor symphony. The writer in the Sun further declares that Germans, 
Italians and French write the so-called "coon music," the very title is a rank insult to 
worthy, self-respecting colored men and women, and that even the syncopation is not 
necessarily Negroid. This shatters a popular fallacy to smithereens. In Memphis, in New 
Orleans, on the levees, along the Mississippi River, may the real type of Negro music be 
heard. It is unlike any of the counterfeit stuff made by white men, indeed, it is doubtful if 
our system of notation could represent it, and the text accompanying it is alternately 
religious, blasphemously so, and obscene. Dvorak's Fifth Symphony is more Gaelic, 
more Slavic, than it is anything else, despite its Suwanee reminiscence in the slow 
movement, a very beautiful movement, by the way. As for rag-time proper-or improper-it 
is to be hoped that it will die a natural or unnatural death after this summer. The very 
violence of the rage suggests its sudden cessation.  

1901 - METRONOME 

 
THE ORIGIN OF RAG TIME - Al Wilson, the singing star of the "Watch on the 

Rhine," gives the following account of the origin of rag time:-  
"Rag time comes from St. Louis. In the latter forties and early fifties there came 

down from the hills on the west bank of the Mississippi a creek which was called Rocky 
Branch. At its junction with the "father of waters" was a shipyard owned and worked for 
many years by the father of 'Burt' Clark, who gave me this story. A little further to the 
north of Rocky Branch a slough known as Horse Creek made an inroad into the land and 
formed an island which was known as Buzzard's Roost, while the territory adjacent of the 
branch was called Shake Ragtown. Clark tells the story as follows:-The Shake Raggers 
and Buzzard Roosters were always at war with each other, and for the protection of those 
living on our side of the creek (the Shake Raggers) had planted a flag pole made from 
one of the spars taken from father's shipyard right in the center of the settlement, so that 
when wanted we could call the clans together by hoisting a red flag, if for a fight, and a 
white rag, usually stolen from a clothes line, if for a dance. 

"When a dance was flagged then all the families from Whooping Schneider to 
Drunken Schneider, with big George Schneider to Little Fatty Schneider with all their 
cohorts, and they nearly filled the settlement, would attend. For music we called in a left-
handed fiddler, a Frenchman named Tebeau, whose musical proficiency was limited to 
three tunes, "Arkansas Traveler," "Money Musk" and the old fashioned plain square 
quadrille; to make up for his lack of music and to give variety to his performance he 
would also sing the tune and keep time by pounding on the floor with his heavy boots. 
His playing went as near as I can recollect: 

Diddle De De-pound, pound, pound, Diddle De Dum, pound, pound, pound, 

Diddle De De Dum De Dum, pound, pound pound. 

 
 And so on; and instead of calling the figures he would sing them. There were but five 
known to him and we used to dance them over and over again till Tebeau got tired of 
fiddling, pounding and singing them. 

"It was not long before the Shake Raggers' dances became known all over St. 
Louis, and the left-handed fiddler Tebeau was called to preside at more pretentious 
affairs. Musicians soon imitated him, and it was not long before the concert saloons and 
free and easy places along the levee, where river men and roustabouts congregated, 
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picked it up, and naturally, as the Mississippi was then the main artery of travel, Tebeau's 
ragtime extended along its length and spread up and down its tributaries until it became 
known all over the country. Clark also tells me that ragtime was first heard on any stage 
at Esher's Bowery, where Tommy Peal and Alex. Ross first danced step to it. J.C. (Fatty) 
Stewart was stage manager there at that time, and Harry Fisher, so long known as 
Harrigan and Hart's Dutchman, and this season playing an Irish comedy part with his East 
Side New York Dutch Dialect, was one of the company. Archie Boyd, myself (Clarke), 
Joe Emmett, a sign painter then, and later on Gus Thomas, the playwright, used to loaf 
there, "And so," concluded Wilson, "you have now heard the true origin of ragtime." 

1902 - THE MUSICIAN - OCT. 

 
ETHIOPIAN SYNCOPATION-THE DECLINE OF RAGTIME -by W. F. Gates - 

The popular craze for "rag-time" music seems to be on the wane, and it is not probable 
that musicians generally will deplore its gradual departure. This craze was a unique 
example of an exaggerated use of a musical idiom that in itself is not only a lawful means 
of musical expression, but one that, used in reasonable moderation and in proper 
surroundings, is full of beauty and interest, namely, the feature of syncopation. 

Every child with any pretensions of a smattering of musical knowledge knows 
that syncopation is a covering up or passing on of an accent to the next part of the 
measure. It is a feature of musical writing that is as old as the works of the classic 
masters, yet all of a sudden it is taken up over here in the New World, carried to an 
exaggerated degree, attached to words of supposed Ethiopian origin (often called poetry 
by the misguided authors), and goes the extreme of becoming a musical craze. 

A hopper is fitted onto the press and into it are poured jerky note groups by the 
million, "coon poetry" by the ream, colored inks by the ton, and out of the other end of 
the press comes a flood of "ragtime" abominations that sweeps over the country, not 
leaving untouched even the isolated little hamlet on the slopes of the remote Sierras, a 
hundred miles from the nearest railway. On the grand piano surroundings in the New 
York drawing room, on the cheap little organ in the cottage on the western plains, though 
all grades of society, culture and financial standing, the Ethiopian syncopations have 
swept in a tide that is only now beginning to pull on the taste of an over tickled public 
palate.  

And with all this, not a word can be said against the idea of syncopation per se. It 
is legitimate and beautiful medium of expression. But it has fallen into bad company, 
been dragged in the mire of the commonplace and inartistic been loaded down with 
poetical abortions and hauled through degrading associations until it was in danger of 
losing, for the time being its true significance and artistic power.  

Looking at the matter from an artistic standpoint, the fact that the works of 
Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Wagner and others furnish numerous examples of syncopation 
does not excuse the extreme use and extreme perversions to inartistic ends that has 
marked this craze. True, some good times have been turned out; but they only emphasize 
the fact that certain of the more talented writers have been drawn into the muddy stream 
in hopes of bringing up some gold in the handful of mud. 

Looking at the matter from the side of the largely unmusical public, I am inclined 
to think that this delight in the jerky lilt of "rag time" music comes from the fact that it 
furnishes a musical outlet for the extreme nervousness of American youth. Our prominent 
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characteristic as a nation is that we can not sit down in our homes and our home towns 
and be content to follow our vocations in quiet and peace. No, we must be up and 
moving. We must try conditions in other places; we must dispose of our business here 
and see if we cannot make more money somewhere else. We must move on, even though 
there be no profit in it. At any rate, we will have the satisfaction of having "seen the 
country." And all this tends to destroy our steadiness and perseverance. No nation more 
deserves the name of a nation of roamers-a result largely of our national nervousness. 

Another impetus to our rambling, though to speak of this may be slightly off my 
subject, is the continual urging we are subject to from the transportation companies. 
Excursions in all directions; home-seeking trips for people that already have comfortable 
homes and would be happy if allowed to enjoy them in undisturbed peace; tours and 
travel till the feeling of permanence is destroyed; old associations full of warm friendship 
and hallowed memories broken off trying something new; moving on from 
Massachusetts to Illinois, from Illinois to Kansas, from Kansas to California, and they 
what? Perhaps a little home on a sandy mesa, a rain once in three months, a slender 
income, and finally, a despondent trip back to the old home to find the neighbors of 
former days prosperous and satisfied. This is one side, in many cases there is a brighter 
one. But I use this illustration, which is not at all a fancy picture, but one I have seen too 
often in painful colors, simply to exemplify this American spirit of nervousness that has 
its outlet in so many ways that are peculiar to our people. 

This spirit of national unrest shows itself in all features of life, in the home, in the 
business, in the church, in society, in education, in recreation, and naturally in artistic 
matters as well, or rather, in those features of art that our too in artistic lives may touch 
upon. And, of course, our music has to suffer as well as the rest. Hence this plague of 
syncopations as penetrating in its sweep as the Egyptian one of flies, and as distasteful to 
the musical nature as was the buzzing plague to the worshipper of Isis. 

But, as I said at first, this craze for "rag-time" seems to be on the wane. It is 
certainly to be hoped so. For it creates in the minds of the young a distaste for that which 
is more staid and solid, more dignified and useful. It is an appetite for spices rather than 
for nutritious foods. So its decline is a matter for congratulation to the teacher. 

I saw an illustration of this change in tendency a few days ago that, while 
somewhat comical, pointed a little to the gradual change in popular taste. But it showed 
how prevalent the perverted taste was when a man had to advertise for a wife that was not 
steeped in "rag-time." It read as follows:  

"A bachelor of forty, an expatriate from Manhattan by reason of incompatibility 
of climate, desires the acquaintance of a lady of cultivated musical taste (pianist) who is 
unencumbered and in the enjoyment of full autonomy. To prevent any misunderstanding 
of my conception of the term "musical," would say that Ethiopian syncopation is my 
aversion and So-So's marches are a weariness. Address, in confidence, R. Box 34, Times 
office."  

1911 - MUSICAL AMERICA - DEC. 2 

 
WORKS OF AMERICAN COMPOSERS REVEAL RELATION OF RAGTIME 

TO ART-SONG by Arthur L. Judson - My friend, Dr. Henry G. Hanchett, physician, 
author, theorist, pianist, lecturer, a man of encyclopedic knowledge and the possessor of 
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that rarest virtue, common sense, once said to me: "I sometimes marvel at the inspiration 
shown in cheap popular songs and in trashy modern hymns. They may lack 
workmanship, but there is melodic invention enough in one such song to last a real 
musician throughout an entire symphony." 

In these few words he touched on a much-mooted question. We have composers 
like Schubert, who have an apparently inexhaustible fund of melodic inspiration, but who 
are weak in formal structure, and musicians like Brahms, whose works are perfect in 
form, but contain either borrowed melodies or original ideas which are unmelodic, 
unmusical, lacking in inspiration. It is the old question of tune or form. 

A melody cannot be constructed by hard labor. True, a composer may get the gist 
of a melodic phrase and develop it, refine it, until it presents his idea in final and perfect 
form, but he cannot sit down with a blank mind and construct from the notes that form 
the scale an inspired melody. There is more than musicianship in the conception of a 
tune-there is inspiration. 

After the composer has been inspired with a melody his musicianship enables him 
to construct an art form, perfect or imperfect, according to his talents. Structure in music 
can be studied and analyzed; melody cannot. We may examine a melody and point out its 
salient features to the student, but we cannot inspire him to compose melodies. Formally, 
we can teach the student how to obtain certain effects of proportion, of perspective, of 
development. 

 
Cannot Define Melody 

 
Frankly, I do not know what a melody is, neither can I define inspiration. It is 

easy enough to say that a melody is a tune or a succession of notes arranged in an orderly 
succession, or to limit the word even more precisely, but when we get through we are no 
nearer a definition than before. Inspiration is closely akin to genius; we know that it 
exists and we recognize its manifestations, but we cannot define it. 

It is, therefore, dangerous to discuss a question which closely concerns both art 
and inspiration, for the line where one ends and the other begins is very faintly marked. 

Some time ago the house of G. Schirmer presented in Berlin a concert of 
American songs. They were well received, but failed to make the impression which their 
merit warranted. They were applauded enthusiastically, yet the impression on the German 
audience was not profound. Melodic inspiration was not denied (though one critic found 
that every melody had a larmoyant tinge), but there was some question as to the 
musicianship of the songs and their ultimate musical value.  

Rag-time and the Art-song! Strange bedfellows, but the two extremes are really 
related. In America music has developed in a free and untrammeled way, each composer 
writing as he felt and with no previous artistic epoch to guide him. The great European 
schools undoubtedly had their influence, but, after all, the American environment, the life 
in a new world had the great influences coloring the composer's products. 

They say that there is no American school of composition. This is manifestly 
untrue. This Berlin audience immediately recognized that these songs were different, that 
they all had certain racial characteristics, and if that does not indicate an American 
school, what does? 
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 New Form Evolving Gradually 
  

The trouble is that we, in this country, have been looking for some tremendously 
new and strange form to arise suddenly. We have not been content to observe a gradually 
evolving form. Possibly we have not had the ability to perceive this gradual evolution. At 
any rate, the American composer had caught in his songs the buoyant spirit of the popular 
song and has employed a melodic inspiration typical of this country and its life.  

The German, however, does not write songs; he writes in an art form which takes 
precedence even of inspiration. Just like the master singers of olden times, whose songs 
were so hedged in by rules that inspiration was stifled, so the modern German song 
composers are becoming musical Beckmessers'. A composer mirrors his environment and 
taste of his audience, and German song writers compose in a stilted form, not because 
inspiration dictates, but because audiences demand. 

This, then, is the reason why American songs failed to impress deeply a Berlin 
audience. Here was melodic invention, sometimes inspiration, freely working out its 
course in the song, the whole tinged by a characteristic Americanism. There was the 
German audience with its preconceived idea of the art song, of Franz, of Brahms, of 
Schubert, and, to its amazement, the style set by their idols was not followed. What were 
these Americans that they should venture to be different! There may be good will on both 
sides, but with conceptions so far apart it is impossible that the German should appreciate 
the American song, and neither is it possible that the American will grow nearer to a form 
typically foreign, which stifles his freedom. Perhaps the American composer has not 
arrived yet, but he is getting nearer to the goal which he has set for himself.  

1911 - VARIETY - DEC 23 

 
RAGTIME vs. CLASSICAL - Are we becoming a nation of music lovers in the 

legitimate sense of the term "music"? 
C. H. Ditson & Co. as representative dealers in all kinds of sheet music, both 

"classical," operatic and "popular," were called upon to answer the question. Their Mr. 
Priauix asked that a series of questions be written out for him, so that he might give them 
careful consideration. Variety did not receive the answers within a reasonable period of 
time. Mr. Priauix was phoned to. He declared his answers had been written out and 
turned over to their Mr. Cragen, who was then switched on the wire. Asked regarding the 
written interview Mr. Cragen replied the firm did not care to supply any written statistics 
but that if Variety desired any figures, Mr. Priauix would supply them orally. 

Mr. Priauix was again called upon with a duplicate list of the original questions, 
and again referred the interviewer to Mr. Cragen, explaining he had fully answered the 
interrogations in detail and that the copy was in the possession of Mr. Cragen. Mr. 
Cragen explained that "Mr. Ditson" had placed his veto on the written statement, but that 
Mr. Priauix would surely furnish oral answers. Nothing daunted Variety's representative 
again sought out Mr. Piauix and requested the statement. At this juncture Mr. P. was 
called to the phone, listened attentively and said "All right." Turning to the interviewer in 
a changed manner, he declared abruptly there was nothing to say on the subject, and 
would "Variety please forget all about it!" 

Other dealers in the "classics" were unanimous in their refusal to commit 
themselves on the subject of the inroads being made by the more popular form of sheet 
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music, establishing thereby the conclusion that the sale of the "classics" is not holding its 
own with the demand for the lighter forms, and that the dealers are averse to acquainting 
outsiders with this condition. 

The New York music publishers themselves, on being visited, made some 
interesting statements on the subject, each one of course speaking from his own 
viewpoint and drawing his own conclusions. 

Jerome H. Remick (Jerome H. Remick & Co.) said: 
"We are steadily advancing in the class of songs that are in public demand." He 

was asked: 
"Is ragtime on the want?" 
"I should say not - emphatically not," he replied.  
"Then how do you reconcile the statement that we are advancing in the quality of 

popular demand with the fact that 'ragtime' is not on the wane?" 
"I do not concede that 'ragtime' is not high grade music - in fact, quite the 

contrary. So-called 'ragtime' is merely a syncopation of melody of almost any kind. The 
old style 'rag' song like "Back, Back to Baltimore" has given way to such melodies as 
"The Red Rose Rag," a passage of which bears a close resemblance to Liszt's Rhapsody. 
Then take, for instance, Irving Berlin's "Mysterious Rag." I mention this one specifically 
because we do not publish it, and hence are totally unprejudiced in referring to it. The 
music is as high grade as anything produced in years. The popular composer of America 
today is turning out more classical music than all the other nations put together. 

"Then again the nation is rapidly becoming a nation of music lovers from the fact 
that sheet music is now within reach of all through its sale in the five and ten-cent stores. 
There are nowadays a hundred times as many places where music can be purchased as 
there were a few years ago. Don't worry about America's musical advancement. It is 
taking care of itself." 

Harry Von Tilzer, who has had annually for the past fourteen years from two to 
five nation-wide successes, says of ragtime:  

"Ragtime is not a type of song; it is a type of song-treatment; in fact it is the 
distinctive American treatment of song in general. It reflects the spirit of the American 
people, their extraordinary activity, restlessness, initiative, joyousness and capacity for 
work, and for play. "Ragtime" bears the same relation to European music that the 
American commercial spirit bears to the commercial spirit of Europe. "Ragtime" 
pervades all styles and classes of American music, from the coon song to the parlor love 
song, and I think that I am safe in saying that so long as America remains the land of the 
brave and the free and the busy, particularly the busy, so long shall we have "ragtime."  

Edgar Selden, manager for the Shapiro Company says: 
"Answering your question, "Is the Sale of the Higher Grade of Sheet Music 

Increasing Proportionally With the Population of This Country?" would say that of my 
own observation, I am of the opinion that it is, despite the fact that so-called ragtime 
songs are very much in evidence and in general demand. While the better class of 
everything may appeal only to the select few, I am of the opinion that everything in 
general is slowly but surely attaining a higher plane, and that the discriminating public is 
proportionately increasing. The appeal of symphony recitals, classical concerts, oratorios, 
and kindred other musical entertainments, are patronized now, greatly in excess over 
former seasons. The ragtime song is the song of the moment. The former is quickly 
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forgotten, the latter grows stronger and in greater demand as time progresses. "This 
condition is applicable to the sale of both these style of composition, giving the ballad a 
shade the best of the proposition. It is not to be taken for granted that because a ragtime 
song is hummed or whistled on the streets, that the party so assisting in its popularizing 
has purchased a copy, but the lover of the ballad is pretty sure to be the possessor of some 
sort of musical instrument and generally with the price to buy a copy; therefore the sale 
of the ballad is generally in greater proportion than that of the rag or novelty song." 

When J. Fred Helf was asked if ragtime was on the want he said: "Ten years ago I 
was asked the same question. I thought then that it was practically through, but it is now 
more popular than ever. Ten years hence I will probably be asked the same question. 
Ballads are not over popular just now, but will come back, and the time is not far off. I 
find that you can place a ballad with vaudeville acts that a year ago would not use 
anything but a novelty song. There is never any telling what the public will buy in the 
way of sheet music. They will purchase a production number and a trashy song at the 
same time. A high class hit lasts for years but a popular one last but six months at the 
longest." 

Henry Sltern (Jos. W. Stern & Co.) makes the following commentaries: 
"To anyone conversant with the output of the various music publishers, it must be 

apparent that we have been for the past few years favoring better-class compositions and 
operatic productions, in preference to the lighter forms of American ballads and ragtime 
numbers, our reason for this being that we have found the American public is becoming 
more and more discriminating and educated in music, demanding better material all the 
time. 

"The increased patronage of grand opera and the high-class foreign musical 
productions, beat witness to this fact. Moreover, the returns from the sales of a popular 
song success are not commensurate with the enormous amount of plugging and 
expenditure required to land a hit, a popular hit being an ephemeral proposition, lasting 
nowadays about six months at the most; and when you couple this fact with the ridiculous 
price of 6 to 7 cents at which this class of music must be sold to the trade, the point of our 
argument becomes apparent. 

"The public has evidenced a decided preference for musical shows written by 
eminent composers (mainly foreign); whose scores contain real music of lasting 
qualities."  

Albert Von Tilzer (York Music Co.) said: 
"In looking over the popular music field of the present day, I find that the 

situation has changed somewhat from that of a decade ago. There is no doubt but that the 
demand for ragtime music is increasing, daily, and at the present time it has not as yet 
reached its zenith. 

"There has also been quite a demand for risqué songs. The demand for the rustic 
ballad has entirely died out, at the present time, but, like all other popular demands, 
which usually move in cycles, it is only a question of time before that will come back 
again." 

Ted Snyder said: "Look at our professional rooms. You see they are all filled with 
performers learning our ragtime songs. That should speak for itself. No, I hardly think 
that the 'classics' are holding their own with the enormous demand for ragtime." 
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The United States may be advancing in many directions in the matter of 
education. So eminent an authority as Professor Charles Eliot, of Harvard University, 
says that, in the main, it isn't. Judging by the popular demand for the simpler melodies 
and the increasing craze for ragtime, we are not advancing as lovers of the musical 
classics. Jolo 

AUGUST - 1912 - ORCHESTRA MONTHLY  

 
THE ETHICS OF RAGTIME - A new "Websterian" dictionary gives as a definition of 
ragtime, "syncopated music, characteristic of negro melodies," which is about as clearly 
concise as to define the horse as energized pub, characteristic of carts that are not pushed. 
Ragtime, to be sure, is a form of syncopation, and one of the most beautiful of 
syncopated passages occurs in the solo "With Verdure Clad" from Haydn's Creation, but 
the latter is never classified as "ragtime," although it may be a sublimated example of it. 

Like many another newcomer that is behowled as calamity, ragtime is berated, 
bethumped and bewailed, but, nevertheless, ragtime is become. It is here, and strongly 
encamped upon the melodic reservation , where it bids fair to remain for some time to 
come, Perhaps one of its musical virtues is the rigid adherence to rhythm that is made 
necessary in order properly to "do" it, for ragtime cannot be rag-ged and be well 
"ragged." But to the ultra it is not accredited with even one virtue and is looked upon as a 
musical tatterdemalion. 

It is difficult to imagine ragtime as making a musical dent in Teutonic 
phlegmatism, but such is the fact, and the German music publishers are most gravely 
considering its deteriorating effects upon German musical taste and culture. But, mind 
you, only as a sacred "duty" (imagine the average music publisher making obeisance to 
duty), and not at all blind to the accruing profits from its sales, which is a mild tempering 
of the ethical with the political. A Berlin correspondent to the New York Times writes: 

"The German Music Publishers' Association is out with an official statement to 
the effect that between American coon songs and Viennese operettas Germany's 
traditional and vaunted taste for good music is rapidly being lost." 

"The association says the situation has become so flagrant that pieces like 
"Alexander's Rag time Band" and "By the Light of the Silvery Moon" and waltz melodies 
from "The Chocolate Soldier" and "The Count of Luxembourg" are making the 
Fatherland forget that Wagner, Beethoven, Chopin, Brahms, or Liszt ever lived. 

"The music publishers say that they have no complaint to make from the 
standpoint of profits, as the sale of the so-called 'popular music' is rising by leaps and 
bounds but they feel that it is their duty to call the nation's attention to the fact that the 
public's artistic taste is deteriorating to a corresponding degree."  

Ragtime, as well as other forms of musical composition, unquestionably has its 
ethical side, and if there were no reasons for its existence, in all probability it would 
follow the universal law of annihilation. It is, after all, a matter largely to do with the 
personal equation - what I like may not please you and what pleases you I may not like. 
The public, as a rule, has very pronounced opinions as to what it likes and will have, as 
producers and managers ere not have many times found out, and much to their financial 
sorrow. To lead the public into an educating influence is one thing, while to drive it to 
pedantic learning is quite another. 



 17 

Under the title, "The Ethics of Ragtime," Mr. Arthur Farwell in an article in 
Musical America, expresses some wholly sane and common sense views of the "ragtime" 
and the "popular" as musical factors. We are inclined to question, however, Mr. Farwell's 
statement relative to the composing of ragtime. 

"To begin with, one must realize for and by whom popular music exists. Its 
beneficiaries, or victims, according to one's point of view, will probably be allowed some 
consideration in a discussion of the matter. They are scarcely slaves for whom everything 
is to be decided by their masters. Popular music pertains to the 'people,' which is to say, 
the mass of the people, rich and poor, ignorant or educated (in other than a musical way), 
in contradistinction to those who are specially educated in music. Popular music is for the 
genus man, special musical predilection and knowledge left wholly aside. Its appeal is to 
the unenlightened instinct for melody and rhythm which every healthy man is supposed 
to have in some measure. 

"Thus we must recognize at once that it is outside the jurisdiction of musical 
culture, that it has nothing in common with the aims of musical culture, and makes no 
pretensions of being, and does not desire to be, a step toward such a thing. One may have 
a positive passion for ragtime without evincing the slightest interest in music, i.e., music, 
the art. Popular music is fixed and complete in its altitude, at least so long as we do not 
figure in Darwinian cycles of evolution, and can rise no higher than its source, which is 
the primitive universal sense of rhythm implied in the dance-step, coupled with the 
primitive universal sense of melody coexistent with such a rhythmic sense. Harmony, a 
later and slower development, can never, in popular music, be allowed to rise to the point 
where it interferes with the main elements on which popular song rests.  
 

NOT FOUNDED ON CULTURAL BASIS 
 

"In short, popular song rests not upon an artistic or cultural basis, but upon a 
universal psycho-physical fact, with the physical chiefly in evidence. Popular music is a 
matter of the feet rather than of the soul. To make out a case against popular music, as 
was done by a teacher of singing in the New York Evening Journal recently, is something 
like making out a case against the sense of sight, or of hearing and to proceed against 
popular songs because the verses often have 'unsavory meanings,' is about the same as it 
would be to make a crusade against the senses of sight and hearing because they were 
often employed for seeing and hearing 'unsavory things." 

"The man of 'the people' will no more forego the exercise of his primitive musical 
sense than he will forego the exercise of his other senses in their primitive capacities. He 
does not train this primitive musical sense to a higher musical culture, but neither does he 
train his eye to comprehend the principles of beauty-he merely sees what his eye falls on. 
In music he merely picks up what his rhythmic, that is his dance sense, and his melodic, 
or tune sense, can grasp without effort or training. And the broad average of these senses 
in any race determines and fixes the altitude of its popular music, the level of which is 
therefore about as definitely determined as the level of the ocean. The same is true of the 
moral status of the popular song, which has had its Anthony Comstocks since the 
beginnings of musical history. 

"The makers of this popular music are representatives of this same 'people,' but 
who happen to have the creative or shaping faculty, which enables them to make music 
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which meets sympathetically this inexorable rhythmic-melodic average. They are born to 
this function as certain bees are born to fulfill certain functions in a hive, or as a 
Beethoven is born to respond to the highest ideal music demands. 
  

THE MEN WHO COMPOSE POPULAR MUSIC 
 

"This unique ability of the popular music composer implies no musical culture; at 
least it does not necessarily do so. Many composers of popular songs do not even take the 
trouble to learn harmony, and others cannot even write down a melody, being content to 
whistle or sing a tune of their own composition, or 'pick it out' with one finger on the 
piano, leaving others to write it down and put chords to it. "Listen to the Mocking Bird" 
was composed in that way. If popular music composers learn enough harmony to serve 
them, it does not alter their fundamental position as identical with 'the people' and outside 
of what is known as musical culture. 

"The little garden of musical culture, on the other hand, is almost microscopic in 
comparison with the great wild of popular music. The devotee of cultivated music 
considers popular music bad because it is vulgar. Compared with his highly organized 
and subtle music, responding to thousands of the mind's imaginings and the soul's 
sensibilities, it is crude and coarse, knowing only a few rough rhythms and a few 
stereotyped kinds of tune. Besides, it is always getting in his way. There is so much of it 
and it so constantly on parade. It seems as it its barbaric hordes would sweep down the 
little shrine of culture which he maintains with such difficulty and so great a devotion to 
his ideals. And it would, without a thought or a regret. 

  
ART VS. NATURE 

 
"But what right has the man of culture to pass judgment upon the goodness or 

badness of ragtime, of popular music as a whole-in short, to make out a case against the 
popular song? One might as well make out a case against the grass! The cultured man's 
province is that of art, and popular music, while requiring a bit of skill in the handling, is 
much more closely related to nature. The mere fact of the high refinement of his music 
does not make it any better than ragtime, it merely makes it more refined. There can be 
good and bad cultivated music, and there can be good and bad popular music. Good 
cultivated music is faithful to the subtle realities of the cultivated mind, but good ragtime 
is no less faithful to the crude realities of the uncultivated mind. As to the truth of both to 
nature, psychologically considered, they are on a plant of perfect equality and the 
difference is one of refinement, not of goodness. 

"That is good to me which I can do, and if my mind happens to be totally 
incapable of following a symphony, or getting any pleasure from it, the symphony has no 
worth to me. But if I can use a popular song as a means of satisfying such sense of 
rhythm and tune as I have, for me it is good, and a positive means of heightening the 
sense of life.  

"And that is the case in which the millions who enjoy popular music find 
themselves. They are blind to the truth who suppose that ragtime is usurping a place in 
the popular mind and soul which would otherwise be occupied by something which is 
'good,' or who imagine that popular music is responsible for the deterioration of taste, 
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manners and morals. The masses who are enjoying ragtime, would have no music to 
enjoy if that were taken away, unless something equally practical and sympathetic were 
given them, and this is a psychological impossibility in view of the fact that 'the people' 
have created their popular music precisely to their need and their taste. As to its having a 
deteriorating effect on them, vulgarities and all, such a claim is absurd in view of the fact 
that it is not the music which makes the people, but the people who make the music to 
suit them. Popular music is not forced upon the people; it is created out of their own 
spirit. 

"This is not a study in pessimism." It is only a picture of conditions at the bottom 
of the pit, musically speaking, and an indication that, even there, that which is creative is 
good, because thorough it is the heightened consciousness of life. The bottom of the pit 
stays at the same level, but this is very different from saying that one music stick at the 
bottom of the pit. Individuals are constantly rising out of it to a higher level, and greater 
means are being provided for their doing so today than ever before."  

1912 - MUSICAL AMERICA - SEPT. 21 

 
DANGERS THAT LIE IN RAGTIME - To the Editor of Musical America:  
From time to time I have read with great interest various articles on the value of 

ragtime, written by Arthur Farwell. The gist of these articles is:  
1. That the line of the psychological boundary between popular music and music 

the art is a very sharp one. 
2. That popular music, including ragtime, is created by and for the people, and is 

therefore creative and good. 
With the first of these points I do certainly agree. But with the second one I 

cannot, because it includes ragtime, and to my mind ragtime is not creative and good. 
Taking Mr. Farwell's second statement as applied to ragtime: Is ragtime created 

by and for the public, and is it, therefore, creative and good? Mr. Farwell thinks that, 
because the composer and publisher manufacture ragtime in order to supply a demand for 
it, it must be created by and for the public. This is true, but does it necessarily follow that 
it is creative and good? Because there is a large demand for yellow newspapers, 
burlesque, shows, saloons, gambling houses and other dens of the underworld, could we 
with justice say that these things are created by and for the public, and are, therefore, 
creative and good? There is a desire for them, and that is the reason for their existence; 
but we cannot give any good arguments in their favor. I will try to prove that ragtime is 
as bad in its effects in a musical way as these other things are in a moral and social way.  

Mr. Farwell says that if there were no reason for the existence of ragtime it would 
follow the universal law of annihilation. Very true, and there certainly is a reason for its 
existence-the demand for it. But what if the supply of ragtime were suddenly cut off? 
Would it not then follow the universal law? How long would the pieces of ragtime that 
exist at present last? Ragtime is something which does not appeal to the real, primitive 
sense for music, but, rather, it fascinates the public by sensationalism and 'catchy' rhythm. 
Because it does not appeal by any real sound worth but merely by sensationalism it is a 
fad, much like the fads and fashions of dress, changing continually. Ask any publisher 
how long the average piece of ragtime lasts. Just until something 'newer' appears, with 
different rhythm and more sensationalism. It is evident that the people quickly tire of it, 
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and only by the continual output does ragtime hold its grip upon them and fascinate them 
into buying more. 

Does the public need ragtime? That it does need some primitive form of music we 
all agree, but is that need best answered with ragtime? No one need think that if ragtime 
were abolished-completely obliterated-there would be nothing to take its place, leaving a 
sort of musical vacuum. No, indeed! What is the condition in other countries? They have 
no ragtime. Are the masses, therefore, without any music at all? No, they have a higher 
standard that is all. That is the real reason why Europe is ahead of America in music-
because the popular standard is higher, because the people demand better music. They 
have the same 'deadline' between popular and artistic music, but the popular music is 
raised to higher level because there is no non-progressive and non-elevating element like 
ragtime in it. 

Ragtime certainly does not elevate the soul. What good is there in it? It gives 
enjoyment. How does it give that enjoyment, buy which of its musical elements?  
Principally by the rhythm. Ragtime does 'train the feet.' But are we not aiming 
continually to have progress in music" This progress cannot come by training the feet but 
by elevating the soul. Mr. Farwell tells us to 'feed the people the kind of music that trains 
the soul, by all means' but here we encounter an obstacle. Here is the detrimental part of 
ragtime.  

It positively hinders a musically uncultured person in gaining an appreciation of 
higher music. Not only with people who, as Mr. Farwell to aptly expresses it, come up to 
one with a chip on the shoulder, saying "You can't learn me nothing," but also with 
persons otherwise broad-minded and open to conviction, ragtime so fascinates them that 
they cannot even listen to higher music, much less enjoy it-in many cases because of the 
absence of the syncopated rhythm, the so-called "rag." Ragtime has dulled their taste for 
pure music just as intoxicants dull a drunkard's taste for pure water. Ragtime becomes a 
habit, and, like all other habits, it is very difficult if not impossible for its victim to break 
away from it. 

Especially with young people ragtime takes up so much time and thought that 
they lose in higher musical cultivation. This is the harm in ragtime. It does not affect the 
musically cultured in any way. Neither do I claim that ragtime in itself is bad. It is not; 
but its effect on the musically uncultured mass of people is certainly deteriorating. 

Mr. Farwell points to the Central Park concerts as giving examples of musically 
uncultured people, people who no doubt have a great deal of ragtime in their daily lives, 
enjoying symphonic music, and this phenomenon is effected, just as Mr. Farwell says, by 
this wonderful element of "crowd psychology" which, "Vivifies and sensitizes individual 
souls to their highest potency, and makes each the possessor of the faculties of all." But 
Mr. Farwell forgets that this mass-application is really but a small portion of the musical 
influence in one's life. It is in the home and to the individual taken separately that the 
greatest part-of the musical influence comes. And it is here in the home that ragtime 
works its mischief. Ragtime is a quagmire for "musical civilization." 

For these reasons I believe that ragtime ought to be suppressed.  Exactly how to 
go about doing this and whether we would succeed or not is another question. Since 
ragtime is so deeply rooted in the people I think it would be as hard if not harder to stamp 
out than any of the social evils. If Mr. Farwell means to champion the cause of popular 
music, which is good both in itself and in its effect, therefore excluding ragtime, I am 
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with him heart and hand. But if he includes ragtime I must disagree.  Herbert Sachs-
Hirsch.  

1913 - VARIETY - FEB. 4 

 
"RAGTIME" SPREADING ALL OVER CONTINENT Paris shortly due for 

syncopated wave. Berlin and Vienna reported preparing for it. Orders for American acts 
abroad increasing. (Paris, Feb.) The advance indications are that American ragtime will 
spread all over the continent, following its present big wave of popularity in England. 

Parisian music hall managers are said to be going into the chances of putting over 
an American show or revue with plenty of rag in it. One of the halls is about to branch 
out in that direction very shortly.  

The foreign agents are also taking notice. H. B. Marinelli is reported to have 
decided the fad is due here and is preparing for it by submitting to manager's lists of 
available American sets that can handle the syncopated songs or dances. 

From Berlin and Vienna are coming inquiries to Paris about "ragtime." It is said 
here that if Berlin takes to rag, she will gather it in more fondly than even London has 
done. Vienna has been supplying America with music in its comedies for a long while. 
Now Vienna wants to hear the American music that is so much talked about. 

While Paris is going to get into action almost right away, nothing decided will be 
done at the other Continental capitols before next season, it is expected.  

Orders for American acts to be imported over here have increased until now the 
agents really have standing commissions to secure them.  

1913 - ENGLISH REVIEW - MARCH 

RAGTIME: THE NEW TARANTISM by Francis Toye. A large number of 
people, from a well-known musical critic to a writer in Grove's Dictionary, have tried to 
define ragtime. They have agreed that it is a syncopated or broken rhythm and leave it at 
that, generally adding that examples can be found in the classics. But I do not think that 
ragtime can be denied as a rhythm at all. True it has a characteristic rhythm and usually a 
syncopated one. But not invariably. The popular "Hitchy-Koo" and "Dixie," for instance, 
are hardly syncopated, yet it were pure pedantry not to class them as rag-time. For rag-
time is essentially a popular term, and to the popular mind these particular tunes are not 
only "rags," but perhaps the best known examples of "rags." 

As a matter of fact, in the popular acceptance of the term, rag-time is rather a 
school than a rhythm. It denotes a species of music almost invariably associated with 
particular dances of a lascivious or merely ridiculous kind, with a peculiarly hideous 
lurch of the shoulders like a ship lopping from side to side in a swell, and, usually, with 
yells or interjections of most revolting sound. In any case, it seems to me as useless to 
define rag-time as the traditional camel. Everybody knows what it is, and, alas! As one of 
their own poets has said, "Everybody's doing it now." 

 To most sane people, doubtless, the existence of rag-time is just a mild bore, a 
matter of ridicule rather than apprehension. That is not my view. I believe that it is a 
direct encouragement to hysteria, and that in a society where, as Sir Thomas clouts writes 
in his 'Neuroses of Development:' "The social needs and restraints of modern civilized 
life unite with subtle hereditary nervous defects to make hysteria as common as it is," 
such encouragement is really dangerous. For be it noted in passing, rag-time, in just that 
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technical sense of the work which I declaimed above, has never taken any hold on the 
populace. They whistle and sing the tunes, of course; but the rhythm escapes them. They 
turn it, as a matter of fact, into ordinary two-four, preferring the tunes like "Hitchy-Koo," 
which are practically in that rhythm already. Doubtless this is partly due to their inability 
to reproduce a complex rhythm, but I suggest that it is also due to the fact that, from the 
nature of their lives, they are not so receptive of hysterical suggestion as the upper-
classes. In any case, it is an undeniable fact that among these upper-classes rag-time 
appeals especially to the more neurotic individuals and cliques. Ex hoc disce omnia.  

It is too often forgotten nowadays that rhythm has a direct effect on the brain. The 
Greeks knew it well enough and that is, largely, what Plato meant when he insisted on the 
kind of music proper to education. "Rhythm and Harmony," he writes in the Republic, 
"find their way into the inward places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten." And it 
is amusing to note how much more modern is his point of view than that of his editor 
Jowett, who is inclined to scoff at him for attaching so much importance to music. For 
modern educationists and scientists are more and more coming round to the view that a 
proper rhythmical sense is the basis of character. To any skeptic "Eurhythmics." This 
gentleman's system of rhythmic training has, it is well known, worked little short of 
wonders in musical education. An Englishman, Dr.Yorke-Trotter, has with methods 
somewhat similar, achieved no less remarkable results. And it must not be forgotten that 
in the former case, at any rate, not only musical but general education is aimed at. Could 
anything be more significant of the influence of sane rhythms? For what is education but 
the training of the motor-centers of the brain to act in harmony?  

And without wishing to betray my ignorance by discussing psycho-therapeutics or 
psycho-physical polemics, I can assure the curious that an afternoon at the British 
Museum or the London Library will corroborate this point of view in the most weighty 
(and often unintelligible) fashion. Edith Somervell, for instance, in her book on "The 
Rhythmic Approach to Mathematics," says: "Laws of curve-formation do not deal only 
with happenings among inanimate things and forces, but are a notation of laws of 
thought-sequence." And if an individual dancing and singing rag-time can be expressed 
in a curve, as I suppose he can, I am sorry for his thought-sequence! Moreover, it must 
not be forgotten that all these dynamic associations act and react on one another. Thus 
Feininger, Muensterberg, Clouston, all the authorities I chanced to light upon, agreed, 
from various points of view, in saying much the same thing, to wit, that there are true 
rhythms and true movements that are in accordance with nature, which is sanity, and false 
rhythms and false movements, which are allied with hysteria, neurosis and nervous 
instability generally. 

Of course, it may be objected that rag-time is not rhythmically unhealthy at all, 
but merely a kind of "free declamation" with the accents falling in unexpected places. 
This point of view was lately put forward by a very able writer in The Times. He claimed 
to begin with, that it had at least the merit of having dealt a fatal blow at the sloppy, 
rhythm-less amateur. True, and we are all grateful. Moreover, I would add that it has 
exterminated that peculiar, slow, sensual waltz which once devastated our ballrooms. But 
because a very bad man murders a bad man we do not call the very bad man a saint. The 
Valse Lente might and doubtless did, drive people to conjugal infidelity, but rag-time, I 
verily believe, drives them to mania, and of the two alternatives I prefer the former-as a 
bachelor at any rate. Further, this writer assumes that the association of the tunes with the 
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dances, which he admits to be disgusting and depraved, is purely accidental. He has 
absolutely no right to make such an assumption. Why should the inventors of such dances 
choose such rhythms or the composers of such rhythms patronize such dances unless they 
had something in common? Any dance is but the expression of music, imagined or heard. 
If the sentiments of the dance and the music are not allied the result is inevitably a failure 
from every point of view. And nobody could deny to rag-time, both in music and dance, 
at least the quality of success. But the writer of the article finally gives himself away, I 
think, in saying that the characteristics of rag-time are absolutely identical with those of 
the hymns formerly sung by the Negroes in the "white heat of religious fervor during 
some protracted meeting in church or camp." Exactly so. They show precisely the kind of 
"vitality" associated with Revivalism, and especially the type of Revivalism peculiar to 
the Negro! What need have we of further witnesses? For of all hysteria that particular 
semi-religious hysteria is nearer to madness than any other. 

But, quite apart from all this theorizing, I would ask any person accustomed to 
analyze his own and other people's emotions whether he thinks that the effects of rag-
time are beneficial. I have, personally, taken the trouble to do so in the case of two or 
three of my more intelligent, though disreputable friends who frequent the haunts where 
nothing but rag-time is played. All except one are emphatically of the opinion that since 
the introduction of rag-time people are much more given both to excitement and drink-
and that not only when they are dancing. The one says that "he doesn't know, but it's 
certainly more stimulating." Naturally, Absinthe is more stimulating than good claret, and 
methylated spirit, so I am told, is far more exciting than whisky. Nobody denies the 
rhythmical power of rag-time, and rhythm is always "stimulating." But in this case the 
stimulus is that of an irritant. These "crotchety" accents, these deliberate interferences 
with the natural logic of rhythm, this lengthening of something here and shortening of 
something else there, must all have some influence on the brain. The behavior of the 
chorus during the rag-time songs of the Alhambra revue, for instance, is not without 
significance. Any unsophisticated visitor from Mars, who did not know of their excuse, 
would judge from their looks, their movements, and their strident but pathetic yells that 
they were raving lunatics only fit for the Martian equivalent of a strait-jacket. Besides, I 
can speak from personal experience. During the three weeks round Christmas I happened 
to hear no music but rag-time. I could not get them out of my head; I could not 
concentrate, and I could hardly think. Indeed, till the advent of a respectable concert I 
suffered all the mental ills one is accustomed to associate with the advertisements of 
patent medicines. What, then, must be the effect on those who never hear anything else? 
Doubtless they are not so sensitive, because they are not accustomed to musical and 
rhythmical receptivity as is a musical critic. But, in a greater or lesser degree, the effects 
are there all the same, working, unnoticed, to the general detriment of efficiency and even 
sanity. if it were not obvious that six months at the most would see this new Tarantism in 
its coffin, I might be tempted to approach the member for one of my two constituencies-
there are, mark you, advantages in plural voting-and beg him to persuade Parliament to 
deport Messrs. Hirsch and Melville Gideon and their various satellites, both male and 
female, as highly undesirable aliens, before this unhappy country should be converted 
into an even larger lunatic asylum than it is at present. 

1913 - MUSICAL COURIER - MAY 28 
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REMARKS ON RAGTIME - Two letters which appeared recently in the Paris 
edition of the New York Herald are not without interest to musical readers on this side of 
the salty pond. The first of the communications, headed "Demoralizing Rag Time 
Music," was this: 

To the Editor of the Herald: 
Sirs-Can it be said that America is falling prey to the collective soul of the Negro 

thorough the influence of what is popularly known as "rag time" music? Some 
sociological writers of prominence believe so; all psychologists are of the opinion. One 
thing is infallibly certain: If there is any tendency toward such a psychological 
amalgamation, toward such a national disaster, it should be definitely pointed out and 
extreme measures taken to inhibit the influence and avert the increasing danger-if it has 
not already gone too far. 

There is nothing more vital in the expression of the life of any race than its music. 
Its music is the symbolism for the summary of its emotional attainment and possibility. 
There is no need saying that the "rag time" music has its visible source in the ancestry of 
Negro music. It is Negro music more modernly adapted. It was "typically" Negroid in the 
years prior to the Civil War. It bears radical resemblance to the fantastic waywardness of 
Creole song. It is a modulated derivation. Now, the most significant fact about this music 
is that it has become typically American. It has outgrown its Negroid limitations and has 
achieved national importance. There is a popular "demand" for it.  

There is a certain sway and swing, a certain indescribable, sensuous something 
appealing and suggestive, about the ring and melody, of rhythm and versification of this 
music. Scrutinizingly criticized, every one of the songs is insidiously perverting; they are 
indicative of relaxative morality, of disparagement of the martial tie, of triviality in 
relationship of sex, etc., and the entire moral code might be included. There is not even 
an attempt made at concealment of the thought conveyed in the song. It is out and out 
vulgarity.  

It has been implied that the music of a nation or a race is symbolic of its collective 
character and the discrepancies of its individual character. Accordingly, the American 
"rag time" or "rag time" music is symbolic of the primitive orality and the perceptible 
moral limitations of the Negro type. With the latter sexual restraint is almost unknown, 
and the widest latitude of moral uncertainty is conceded. Be that as it may, it is of relative 
importance isolatedly considered. Its significance lies in whatever influence it may 
exercise over the average American mind.   

I hope you will find space to give publicity to a dancer that is threatening the 
morals and the very life of America. Walter Winston Kenilworth. 

From picturesque Nice, on the sunny Riviera, came a quick answer to the 
Kenilworth effusion, and the writer of the reply was no less a person than Alma Gluck, 
the operatic soprano. Her letter, captioned "America and Good Music," read as follows: 

To the Editor of the Herald: 
Sirs-I read with indignation the jejune apprehensions of Walter Winston 

Kenilworth in your issue of April 23. I say indignation-because while to a certain number 
his remarks are jejune, there are unfortunately a great many more who would take these 
remarks seriously.  

During the past season America has been visited by the greatest living musical 
artists. 
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We all know that, while these artists are lovers of natural scenery, it is not that 
brought them to America. In other words, I mean to say that it is the great demand for 
them and the consequent remuneration (this is the best proof of their popularity) that 
attracts them to America. I must, in justice to Americans and in defense of their musical 
tastes, call attention to the fact that a country that spends millions of dollars annually for 
good music is not in imminent danger of being influenced by rag time. Rag time music, 
as your worthy correspondent informs us, has existed in America since before the Civil 
War. Classical music was only introduced at that time. From its colossal growth in 
popularity it is evident what a role it plays in the present life of the American. 

Rag time music is to us Americans what Mayor is to the French. I leave it to the 
mind of the public to determine which is the more injurious morality.  Alma Gluck   

Alma Gluck makes Mr. Kenilworth a good answer, but it is not sweeping enough, 
nor does it exactly take hold of the point of his letter. His claim appears to be that rag 
time is the cause, or will be the cause, of degeneracy. He says that this danger "is 
threatening the morals and the very life of America." That, of course, is not true, for, even 
if we acknowledge the degeneracy of rag time, it is evident that it cannot be the cause of 
America's degeneracy but can only be the effect of that degeneracy. Music, of whatever 
kind it may be, is the expression only of a certain mental attitude. Mr. Kenilworth's 
argument may be that this music is spreading among the many the mental attitude of the 
few. But that cannot be the case either, for it requires a very strong natural leaning 
towards a certain form of musical expression on the part of a very great majority of the 
people to bring about the enormous popularity of that particular form of musical 
expression. In other words, although most of us cannot write rag time we find our 
innermost sentiments and feelings exactly expressed by that particular rhythm. There are 
even many among us who have been brought up in the strictly classical school and yet 
find pleasure in good rag time, and to say that, because of this, we all have a tendency 
towards degeneracy is hardly correct. Rag time is the expression of a strong, vigorous, 
healthy nature, and for this very reason it is making its way all over Europe, where the 
healthy, normal portion of the population are welcoming this expression of their own 
natural feelings which their native, effete musicians are unable to give them. Rag time is 
the expression of boisterous good humor. "It is to laugh," and that's all there is to it. Of 
course, some of the texts allied with rag time music are-but that is not the subject under 
discussion.  

1913 - MUSICAL OPINION & MUSICAL TRADE REVIEW - FEB. 

 
"RAG-TIME" on PARNASSUS - "There is nothing new under the sun," said the 

wise man of old, and the present craze for eccentric rhythm is but one more reminder of 
the fact. It is also a proof that there is something in a name, despite the Shakespearean 
dictum. Syncopation is of course one of the oldest of musical devices, yet under its 
proper name and used artistically it has so far left the public cold. Vulgarized however 
and called "rag-time," it has sent nine-tenths of English and American people agog. 
While all public crazes are of interest to the student of human nature, this particular one 
is specially so to the musician, since it is surely the first time that the public has gone 
mad over a mere musical artifice; though, as I shall show later, something of the kind 
happened in the eighteenth century, and them curiously enough the craze was caused by a 
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kindred rhythm. Still, the vogue was not to be compared to the present rage for stuttering 
and hiccoughing measures. 

One is never surprised at the public showing a strong preference for any particular 
musical forms, but to lose one's head over a mere matter of accent! It is on a par with 
some of the ridiculous catchwords that from time to time take the town by storm,-those 
apparently meaningless questions that make the boy in the street a terror and reduce the 
most ready witted of his victims to impotent rage. Just now, rag-time fills such a place in 
our corporate life. All face such sober sides as you and I, are bitten. Why it has so 
suddenly captured us who shall say? It has been a familiar feature in the strains of the 
music hall for some years without attracting very much attention. Indeed, it has quite a 
respectable past history, as we shall see. There is no denying its appeal, though like other 
good things one may have too much of it. The present boom will have served a good 
purpose, however, if it drives home to our composers and performers-and especially our 
singers-the importance of rhythm. 

To begin with, what is it? My Grove tells me that it is "a modern term of 
American origin signifying in the first instance broken rhythm in melody, especially a 
sort of continuous syncopation.’Rag-time tunes' is the name given in the States to those 
airs which are usually associated with the so-called 'coon' songs or lyrics, which are 
supposed to depict negro life in modern America." It may be added that the peculiar 
rhythm is to be found not only in 'coon'' songs but in practically all religious songs 
popular among Negroes in the southern states before the abolition of slavery. Oliver 
Ditson's publish several collections of these under the title of "Jubilee songs." One of the 
most interesting of the works of Coleridge-Taylor is a collection of "Twenty-four Negro 
melodies." Of the twenty-four melodies, sixteen are religious plantation songs or 
"spirituals" as they were called. In almost every case, rag-time rhythm is a prominent 
feature. I have just been comparing them with an album claiming to contain "the latest 
rag-time successes," and a comparison supplies yet another proof-if such were needed-
that the mob never lays an appreciative hand on art without leaving traces of its grimy 
paw.  

There is the widest of distances between these pathetic songs of slavery (which 
were sung with swaying bodies and with religious fervor at camp revival meetings) and 
the vulgar tunes with their ugly titles that are just now a public obsession. As an instance 
of a melody with great emotional and harmonic possibilities and as a good example of 
sustained syncopation, take "Oh He Raise a Poor Lazarus:" 
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Here is a phrase from "Wade in the water," the first bar of which is by no means easy to 
sing: 
 

 
 
while I have not so far discovered any piece of music hall rag-time with a lilt to beat the 
song commencing:  
 

 
 

Further examples of such religious songs may be found in Grove's Dictionary: "Negro 
music of the United States." 

How far these songs owe their origin to Africa is a debatable point. Probably the 
rhythmical peculiarities only hail from thence, as many of the melodies show decided 
traces of civilized influence. Some are curiously Scotch in idiom. The rhythms are often 
very difficult, but these dusky singers are credited with a very highly developed feeling 
for rhythm, due probably to their accompaniments consisting mainly of such primitive 
percussive effects as the clapping of hands, stamping of feet and the clacking of bones or 
pieces of wood. The banjo seems to have been very little used. (Sic. editors bold 
added) 

As I said above, it is not easy to see why the public should go suddenly mad over 
a rhythmical peculiarity that was well known in England even before the day of the 
nigger minstrel. It must be nearly-if not quite-a half century ago that the Jubilee Singers 
were touring Europe, singing genuine plantation songs and hymns. What is still more odd 
is the apparently sudden discovery of the fascination of rag-time. The power and width of 
its appeal are shown by the fact of its existing in almost all folk music. The form most 
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familiar to us Britishers is of course that known as the "Scotch Snap." It is not without 
interest at the present time to recall the fact that in the time of Burney the musical world 
was suffering from it in pretty much the same way as we are now from its American 
cousin. The historian, writing of the Italian opera in 1748, complains that there was too 
much of the "Scots catch or cutting short of the first of two notes in a melody," blaming 
especially Cocchi, Perez, and Jomelli for being lavish with the "snap." Later, popular 
song writers such as Hook made liberal use of the trick and probably not a few songs 
since called Scotch were produced in this way. For example, "Within a mile of Edinburgh 
Town," for all Caledonian flavor imparted to it by the "sea'," was born on the wrong side 
of the Tweed, having been composed by this same Hook and sung by Mrs. Wrigthen at 
Vauxhall Gardens in 1780. Even Handel could not escape the infection, as the most 
cursory examination of his instrumental music will show. 

While there is considerable difference between rag-time and the "snap," they are 
both alike in being manifestations of the popular love of spicy rhythm. No folk music is 
without it. European examples are now so well known that quotation is unnecessary. 
Plenty of examples of real rag-time are to be found in the Hungarian Rhapsodies of Liszt, 
in the dances of Brahms and in Grieg's arrangements of Norwegian melodies. Here is a 
"Scotch snap" from a less familiar source:  

 

 
 
This liking for disturbed accent is by no means confined to the worldly-minded. There 
are plenty of examples to be found in church music of all periods. Even plainsong had 
some dalliance with it, as in such passages as:  

 
which is a commonplace of plainchant. Here is one from the old German tune "Es ist ein' 
Ros' entsprunger:  
 

 
 
while the ancient English carol tune, "This endris nyght," has for its last line: 
 

 
 
A rhythm often found in the early versions of some old psalm tunes. Indeed, the original 
forms of many of our most popular early hymn tunes present us with some interesting 
rhythms. The wholesale simplification to which they have been subjected is a loss. They 
looked difficult, and for that reason they were ruthlessly made to fit the Victorian church 
musician's idea of what a hymn tune should be. But the difficulty is more apparent than 
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real; and I have heard some rhythmical curiosities taken up quite quickly by 
congregations and enjoyed on fuller acquaintance. After all, why should people who can 
pick up the latest catchy popular song find any difficulty with such a passage as this line 
from the Generan Psalter, 1551:  
 

 
 
But you may be sure that the average hymnbook editor would feel it incumbent on him to 
turn the eighth and ninth notes into crotchets.  

Nor should it be forgotten that to this feature in popular music we musicians owe 
much. This displaced accent, taken in hand by the great composers, has been the basis of 
some of their finest effects. One can scarcely imagine classical music without cross 
rhythm and syncopation, or curtailing, extension and overlapping of phrases, all being 
developments of this germ. Its charm lies almost entirely in its capacity for surprising; 
and it is this quality of the unexpected and even incongruous that makes it especially 
suitable for humorous purposes, though it can be sinister enough on occasion. It is not 
easy to explain the difference; but it may be said that, while rag-time is syncopation, 
syncopation is not always rag-time. Still, many pages of the great composers contain 
music that is as pure rag-time as any so labeled. For example, the opening of the main 
theme of the second and third "Leonora" Overture would surely answer to this 
description: 

    

 
 
But would your music hall habitué‚ be excited when later on Beethoven uses the rhythm 
of the first bar for twenty-three bars in succession? Not a whit. He would know that he 
was listening to classical music and his frame of mind would be appropriately chastened. 
Call the same figure rag-time and let it be banged and screamed out by some American 
comedians and he will be duly roused. So, as I said before, there is something in a name 
after all. 
 

 
 

Apropos the difference between rag-time and syncopation, I should say that this figure, 
also from "Leonora" No. 3: is better described by the latter than the former term, though I 
should be sorry to be suddenly asked why. I can only say that I feel in my bones that it is 
so; just as surely as I feel that this, from "Die Meistersinger" Overture;  
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is rag-time, albeit very expressive, thanks largely to the bebung in the first bar. Here, 
however, are two extraordinary rhythms of Wagner that are just as certainly not ragtime: 
 

 
  
Here is a teaser from "Gotterdammerung:" 
 

 
 
One wonders how often at rehearsal the weary players have found themselves drawing on 
the title for a due expression of their feelings! 

Perhaps no one composer's works give us the germ and the fully developed result 
more completely than those of Bach. In his numerous little dances are to be found 
examples of just the little catch in the rhythm that belongs to folk music, while his 
mastery of complexity needs no mention. I may be allowed however to call your attention 
to the Fifth Partita, the Sarabande and Minuetto of which are especially interesting 
examples of rhythm. Surely the scheme of the latter must have caused astonishment. I can 
recall nothing similar in Bach or in any other composer of that period: 

  

 
 
And so on for fifty bars. 

The whole subject of rhythm is so interesting that volumes could be written on it. 
I must pull up, lest I find myself in the toils of a most fascinating theme. My object in 
these desultory remarks is to remind some of my brother musicians who may feel 
inclined to curse rag-time and all its works, that the thing itself is a pleasing device which 
has existed from the early days of music and is moreover one to which composers have 
been indebted for many fine effects. I will give you one last strain and ask you to guess 
the composers; 

  

 
 
There! A piece of pure rag-time, if ever there was-naked and not ashamed. The 
composer? No, he is not American or English. French, did you say? You are getting 
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warm now. It is so unlike the composer that you are hardly likely to guess,-Debussy! It is 
the opening of the last number in his "Children's Corner"-a piece called "Golliwog's Cake 
Walk"-wherein you will find plenty of piquant rhythm and abundant humor. Surely, after 
these examples, rag-time may be allowed to peg out a claim in some humble corner of the 
Parnassian slopes?  

1913 - THE BIRTH PROCESSES OF RAGTIME - MARCH 29 

 
A PRODUCT OF THE NOISE AND RUSH OF THE CITY - PUBLIC SCHOOL 
MUSIC TEACHING NOT CALCULATED TO DISCOURAGE IT-THE "TIRED 
BUSINESS MAN" AND THE COMMERCIAL ASPECT OF THE PROBLEM-
ACTION AND THRILLS WITHOUT ART OR SOUL-WHAT OTHER NATIONS 
THINK OF IT. By IVAN NARODNY  
 

Having watched the birth processes of a folksong in the cradle of a nation's 
emotions in Russia, it was natural that I should become deeply interested to find out how 
ragtime melody has become such a dominating factor in the mind of the average 
American. In analyzing the public mind concerning the folksong, I was led into the rural 
districts. A folksong is and remains the product of idyllic village atmosphere. It mirrors 
the joy and sorrows, hopes and passions of the country people. It is molded under the 
blue sky, in sunshine and storm. The songs of birds and the voices of nature form its 
phonetic background. A village troubadour or poet is usually its individual father; and 
simplicity is its fundamental trait. Like a fairy tale, it exalts sincerity, poetry and an idea. 
The ethnographic characteristics of a race are translated phonetically with a few 
symbolist strokes. The folksong contains all the essential elements of a racial psychology. 

Taking a ragtime melody under the searchlight of scientific analyses, we find that 
the place of its birth and growth is the city. It is the product of an individual whose idea is 
to make money with his composition. It exalts the noise, rush and vulgarity of the street. 
It suggests repulsive dance-halls and restaurants. There is no trace of any racial idiom in a 
ragtime composition. It leaves rather images of artificiality in the mind.  

Distrusting my personal judgment in the matter, I mailed four copies of the most 
popular ragtime compositions to critical friends in Russia and Germany, requesting them 
to experiment as to whether America's popular musical novelties would appeal to the 
people over there. I indicated that they should make their experiments not only in musical 
circles, but in average public circles. About two months thereafter I received replies from 
Mr. Ostrovsky, a music critic in St. Petersburg, and Dr. Frey, of Berlin. Mr. Ostrovsky 
wrote:  
 

A ST. PETERSBURG EXPERIMENT  
  
"My experiment with your American ragtime compositions, of which two were 

songs and two piano pieces, proved that the circle of musicians-mostly people of 
established musical convictions-found them interesting as studies of aesthetic sentiment 
in the new world. They all agreed-there were about fifty of them that this American 
music expresses distinctly, in its peculiar affected vigor and rhythm, the purposeless 
energy of never tiring and always alert minds, but with out best will we could find no 
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traces of any art, new or old, in it. As a whole, all were interested in the strange tunes that 
seemed to us imitations of Negro melodies. 

"Following your advice, I arranged the compositions for performance in a couple 
of regular cabaret restaurants, places where mostly students and artists gather, and then at 
public concert halls for the working people and soldiers. There the effect was far more 
unfavorable than we had expected and than that produced in intelligent musical circles. 
The managers of all the places told me that such 'novelties' would soon rid them of their 
regular customers. The audiences expressed utter indifference or disgust."   
        Dr. Frey wrote from Berlin: 

 
WHAT BERLIN THOUGHT 

 
"After playing over your successful American popular compositions, I could 

already see that they would not make a success here, no matter how hard I might try to 
advance them. I would not have been able to convince my listeners even with the 
argument that these were the American cubist compositions. Their whole melodic 
construction was too obvious to fool the Germans. Well, complying with your wish, I 
gave a special musical evening at the house of a friend and the American novelties were 
the leading numbers of the program. The unanimous opinion was that the American 'best 
sellers' would be utter failures in Germany, simply because the numbers sounded as 
debased imitations of our boulevard songs. Almost the same effect was produced at the 
two beer halls where they were given thereafter." Backed by this foreign judgment, I was 
encouraged to go ahead with further investigations. Having witnessed a couple of music 
lessons in the New York public and private schools, I got the impression that the 
foundation they laid musically was rather unfavorable for developing ragtime sentiment. I 
found the methods used in New York public school music lessons superficial and 
primitive as compared with those of any country of Europe. First of all, the method is too 
mechanical, and kills musical feeling in the bud. On the other hand, it does not inspire the 
child it disclose individual qualities in any way. The few patriotic songs, hymns and 
whatever else the child learns to sing in school convey no intimate meaning, especially 
when the singing is in one roaring voice, as is usually the case. Out of school the youth 
finds at home no occasion to hear anything musically that would have a refining 
influence. At restaurants, in vaudeville and popular music stores, he hears ragtime, and it 
is quite natural that this becomes the foundation of musical conception for him. This is 
the sociological side of the case, but I am more anxious to devote a few lines to the 
psychological explanation.  

 
HOT BED OF RAGTIME  

 
 I found that a restaurant is the real hot bed of ragtime music, especially in New 

York, and that it is, at the same time, the best place to observe the peculiar tastes of those 
who affect it. For several evenings I made tours of New York entertainment places, 
where I had arranged with the managers or artists to have both ragtime numbers and 
classic compositions played. The results were astonishing. The ragtime had twice as 
extensive an appeal as the other compositions. However when, on two occasions, I 
explained the meaning of a Schubert number and on another occasion that of a composer 
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whose name I do not recall, the effect was electrifying, simply because the aesthetic 
attention was focused upon something definite. 

I found that ragtime is music meant for the tired and materially bored mind. It 
shows the same stirring qualities as a sensational newspaper story does. It is essentially 
obvious, vulgar and yet strong, for the reason that it ends usually fortissimo. Like a 
criminal novel, it is full of bands and explosions devised in order to shake up the 
overworked mind. Often there is a strain of affected sentimentality and what may be 
termed as the melo-dramatic element. But I have found no genuine emotion in a ragtime 
composition.  

To get the opinion of a regular ragtime artist, who told me that he had been 
playing this class of music for the last five years, I asked him why the public liked it. 

  
"IT PAYS" 

  
"Ragtime is the real thing for America." he explained, "because it pays. And as 

long as money is the ideal of the country ragtime will be its national music. The public 
likes it because it has plenty of noise and thrills. If I played classics or serious 'stuff' by 
the modern, composers they would all go to sleep. Ragtime represents a clever way to 
amuse the masses. The people don't like to listen and think at the same time, as they 
would have to if you played serious music to them."  

My further investigation of the matter revealed the fact that ragtime melodies are 
a natural product of a cosmopolitan atmosphere in a country where races of the old world 
are melting into one-a nature reaction against everything ethnographic. It has a slight 
tendency to an adventurous character, but in its conception it is rude and void of art and 
thought. A product of rush and noise, it betrays the same qualities in its message. There is 
always action, always hurry. Like an American short story, drama or news article, it is 
altogether artificial, and without life and soul. It has no value in itself as a foundation of 
any future American music; but it gives at least one good suggestion, that there may 
possibly be art in action and rush which idea has so far been absolutely absent from the 
art of the old world. 

1913 - MUSICAL PROGRESS - APRIL 

 
THE RAGTIME MENACE - A Word of Warning Against the Present Day Ragtime 
Revelry and Sigh for the Good Old Ballad Days. (By Charles H. Scoggins) 
 
First you get a lady, Bo, go grab your kid: 
Then you start to prancing like you're off your lid. 
Do the honey shuffle, Babe, right on your toes, 
Cuddle, cuddle next to me, everybody knows. 
See that fiddle, fiddle man, he's havin' a fit. 
Hear that red-faced trombone man, say, kid, he's it! 
Wheel it! Reel it! Lordy can't you feel it? 
Howl! Growl! Honey, don't you scowl (Bow-wow, wow.) 
That's the Bull-Dog Rag. 
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Meaningless doggerel, a jumble of illiterate, senseless words set by some clever 
note juggler ... an air that hypnotizes your better self and sets the devil in you to doing the 
cakewalk,and another twentieth century ragtime success in being screeched, howled and 
howled into a jaded public's ears. 

Someone has said "Let me write the song...and I care not who make their, .....," 
the man who said that never had ... today rag-time contortions in mind nor understood the 
powerful influence that the ... of a people have on their lives and morals. 

 The songs that are sung by wanderers from their motherland represent the loves, 
the joys and hopes of the dwellers in their native land and these songs blend so well with 
their native characteristics that we know them by the songs they sing.  

Americans, too, are great travelers and wander over the face of the earth and sing 
of their native land. Did you ever see or hear tell of a native American when homesick 
and far from his native land, singing "The Dippy Rag," "The Kangaroo Hop" or "The 
Ragtime Doughnut Man?" Oh, no! When a man is homesick his better nature is to the 
fore and he thinks of sacred things. He thinks of home, of children, and of wife. Perhaps 
he is thinking of his mother and tears roll down his checks in a hot stream as he softly 
hums "My Old Kentucky Home," or perhaps he is thinking of his wife as he so feelingly 
whistles to himself "Silver Threads Among the Gold," or perchance he dreams as a lover 
as he sing "My Rosary."  

There is no ragtime in that man now, he is in his right senses and if some one near 
him should be so indiscreet as to start to whistling "The Honky Donky Rag" I very much 
fear that he would lack for applause from our homesick wanderer. 

I merely cite the foregoing in order to make the point that ragtime music never 
stirs any feelings in a man's breast, but ragtime feelings. The words of this kind of songs, 
which of late years have occupied the place of honor on the music counters, to the 
detriment of the love songs and ballads of other days, are debasing and nonsensical and 
oftimes carries a double meaning cleverly hidden, that is degrading to the thousands of 
young girls and boys who unthinkingly shout these lewd, suggestive words as they 
gracefully glide to the alluring strains of the music over the waxed surface of the 
ballroom floor.  

I do not mean to say that this class of rag-time songs is not popular, because you 
and I both know that it is. I do not mean to say that there is no money in this class of 
songs for the writer and the publisher, because everyone knows that a ragtime "hit" is a 
profitable production for both the author and the publisher. But I ask you to fancy your 
daughter, the idol of your dreams, exhaling the very essence of girlish innocence, 
swaying in abandon over the floor of a ballroom encased in the arms of an undeveloped 
youth who suggestively contorts his thin shoulders as he breathes these words into your 
daughter's ear:  

 
Snuggle closer, Pigeon Face, 
To cuddle up is no disgrace. 
Honey, honey, ain't this heaven? 
Make each minute seem like seven. 
Hug me tight, my brain is reeling: 
Lordy, Lordy, what a feeling, 
Honey, I'm your slave, I just can't behave 
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While we're doin' the monkey glide. 
 

Overdrawn, you say; not at all. Thousands of ballrooms are echoing to words that 
are even worse. No one can calmly analyze one of the present day ragtime successes 
without feeling a blush of shame creep over him. 

The modern music publisher’s laugh and wink as their busy presses click off the 
thousands of copies of the latest hit. They like to handle ragtime songs because they are 
less trouble and expense to popularize, the air is generally one that sticks on the first 
singing. It is quickly taken up by the muck and riff-raff of society, and is whistled, 
squawked and bawled into a weary public's ears; in a week's time it is a back number and 
no one can listen to it without a shudder.  

This state of affairs does not hold good with one of the old style songs of home-
ballads we used to call them. The lyrics of these former day successes were always 
written with the object of touching the heart strings, and the air always blended with the 
words. It took longer to popularize one of these songs, but they sold steadily for years 
after.  

The writer has in mind his first effort of the ballad class, for a year it wavered 
between success and oblivion, they a lucky incident happened that started it on its way 
with a whoop. It sold into the hundreds of thousands of copies in a year's time-that was 
twelve years ago. Passing by a local music store a few weeks ago I noted a window full 
of my old ballad on display. I stepped inside and asked the salesman if he was trying to 
get rid of some of his old stock. He was surprised at my question. "Oh, no," he assured 
me, "that song sells as good now as it ever did," and every six-day ragtime hit on that 
man's music shelves turned fairly green with envy. 

So I say that the publishers are making a mistake who exploit nothing but such 
miserable excuses for songs. The vicious-minded, the unthinking riff-raff, make more 
noise in their musical choice than the lovers of ballads and home songs, but the quiet, 
home-loving millions are not swayed by the discordant barking of these ragtime 
degenerates, but are quietly buying the old songs, the love songs of other days.  

No ragtime song, no matter how popular it becomes, ever lives in the public mind 
(it never reaches the heart), more than a few months, but songs of worth, heart songs like 
"Ben Bolt," "My Rosary" and "Oh, Promise Me," are reprinted and again become popular 
after long years of apparent forgetfulness, and the writers of ragtime in their effort to 
trade on the hold that these old airs have on the public, have been going so far as to set 
the most sacred of our old-time songs to ragtime gyrations. 

It almost seems that you can't kill a good ballad, and we have to-day a most 
striking example of this truth in "Silver Threads Among the Gold," published for the first 
time about 1880. This song enjoyed a good, steady sale for a number of years and then 
publisher of to-day realized that this song was ready to be born again. He took the chance 
and yielded its place to other songs equally as good. Just two or three years ago a big 
song probably sold half a million copies of a song which many would have said was dead 
twenty years ago. But go over in your mind the titles of some of the most popular ragtime 
songs of to-day and see if you think that thirty years from now our children will be 
playing and enjoying these same songs. 

Nearly twenty years ago an impecunious space writer on a Denver daily in an idle 
moment sat at his desk and penned a couple of verses to his absent sweetheart. The verses 
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caught the Editor's fancy and he ran them in that evening's issue of his paper. The paper 
was picked up and read by a minstrel in a distant city. The verses attracted his attention 
and he corresponded with the author and asked the privilege of setting the verses to 
music. The permission was given and the great love-ballad hit, "Sweet Marie" was the 
result. The minstrel's name was Ray Moore. Moore, the writer of the verses was Cy 
Warman. Mr. Moore was possessed of a beautiful voice and inspired by the sweet words 
of the poem, he wrote such a musical setting to them that they both reaped more in 
royalties from the sale of the song than either one had ever dreamed of possessing before. 
That song is twenty years old now, but still sounds as sweet to me as it ever did. 
 Compare its sentiment to one of the rag-time nightmares of the present day:  
 
SWEET MARIE 
There's a secret in my heart, Sweet Marie, 
A tale I would impart, Love to thee; 
Every daisy in the dell knows my secret, knows it well, 
And yet I dare not tell Sweet Marie. 
 
When I hold your hand in mine Sweet Marie, 
A feeling most divine comes to me, 
E'en the stars that deck the sky 
Seem to stop and wonder why 
They're no brighter than your eye, Sweet Marie. 
. 

The inspiration for almost all of the rag-time successes on the market comes from 
sources that never attempt to elevate the mind; they invariably appeal to the passions. The 
home songs, the love songs and the winning march songs always tend to uplift the 
listener and often times leave a powerful impression for good. The inspiration for the 
better grades of ballads spring from any incident that has a touch of human nature or 
human sympathy in it. 

The writer can recall very vividly how he, while making his daily rounds as a 
letter carrier happened to glance at the head lines of an article in a newspaper on his arm. 
The article arrested his attention and he paused to read it thorough. The story was 
pathetic. It told of the death of an old mountaineer far up in the wildest portion of the 
Rocky Mountains. He had come to his wild mountain home many years ago with his 
young bride, who soon sickened and died and had been buried on the mountain side near 
his cabin. The husband refused to leave and maintained his lonely vigil until death 
relieved him. 

The incident suggested a song and the natural title "Where the Silvery Colorado 
Winds its way," came without effort. The words to the refrain almost wrote themselves;  
 
"There's a sob on every breeze 
And a sigh comes from the trees 
The meadow larks now croon a sadder lay, 
For the sunlight plays no more 
'Round my cheerless cabin door 
Where the silvery Colorado wends its way. 
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The song, after patient and persistent efforts, made an international hit and is to-

day the State song of Colorado. A handsome two-story brick and stone residence stands 
in the author's name today proof that the public always loves and always buys a song that 
touches the heart. 

 Here is money still to be made by writing songs and the public cares not the least 
whose name is signed to the song so long as it hits the spot. Not everyone can turn the 
trick, but patience and persistence go a long ways in helping new recruits in this most 
fascinating field. In my mind's eye I can see a fireside-the flickering light from the 
blazing logs within casts an almost sacred spell over the old man and wife who sit silently 
watching the shadows come and Go. I look closer and recognize the snowy-haired old 
man the author of many of the most popular ragtime songs of near half a century ago. 
Even he has forgotten the names of them. The old man leans closer and touches his wife's 
head. "Sing for me my lady" his voice is soft and pleading. 

1913 - THE CADENZA - SEPT. 

 
SOMETHING ABOUT RAGTIME - By Myron A. Bickford - "RAGTIME," like 

the term "mandolin duo," has become a most comprehensive word in recent years, and, at 
least with a certain class of musicians who should know better, it means pretty nearly 
anything and everything not included under the head of serious or classical music.  

If the rhythmic element predominates or is at all prominent, it is "ragtime," no 
matter whether a single instance of syncopation occurs in the music or not. This, as well 
as the stigma attached to all syncopated and "popular" music in the eyes of many 
musicians, is to be deplored, for it puts matters in a false position. Light, and so-called 
"popular" music, has its place in the musical life of a people, and in this American nation 
of ours, the place it occupies is a very important one. For musicians who have made a 
deep study of the subject in its higher phases, and who find their enjoyment solely in 
music which appeals to the intellect and higher emotions, to decry everything that appeals 
to the senses and which can therefore be understood, appreciated and enjoyed by the 
great mass of people who have not made a deep study of the language of music, is foolish 
and senseless-to say the least.  

Today there are probably a hundred persons who know something about music-to 
the extent of singing, playing some instrument or operating a player-piano or 
phonograph, to every one of twenty years ago. And what has brought about this musical 
growth? What single factor is most responsible for this condition? 

Beyond all doubt it is due to the extreme popularity of the "ragtime," light and 
"popular" melodies that have had such a vogue during the last decade. It is not the 
writer's purpose to champion all the light and trashy music that has been, and is being put 
upon the market every day, for much of it does not even deserve a first reading. But it is 
his wish to protest against the almost wholesale condemnation of everything not bearing 
the stamp of so-called legitimacy; for light music certainly serves a purpose when it gives 
pleasure to a multitude of people.  

The writer, for one, is in favor of restricting the word ragtime to its original 
definition, as meaning that time or rhythm in which the dominating and characteristic 
feature is syncopation. 
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Syncopation is almost as old as musical composition, and was frequently used by 
Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert and many other great composers. It appears in their 
compositions, however, only to produce certain occasional effects, never as a feature. It 
was reserved for America and the enlightened twentieth century to give it predominant 
importance! In commenting on this subject some fifteen years ago, the Chicago Inter-

Ocean said: "Ragtime is not new-it was written by southern musicians, and whistled, 
sung and danced by the Southern Negro fifty years ago. In what shape the jerky, peculiar 
rhythm called 'ragtime' first appeared in this country is not known, but from the testimony 
of musical experts it was a wildly savage affair until harmonized and made melodious by 
French and Spanish-Creole influences."  

Probably the first published composition in which syncopation was the 
characteristic feature was, "The Pasquinade," by Louis Moreau Gottschalk, the famous 
American pianist who lived in New Orleans. This was written in the early fifties, and was 
such a novelty and of such high musical value, that it was extensively used by concert 
pianists, and is seen on programs even at the present day. 

The term "ragtime" (probably a contraction of ragged time) was not coined until 
about twenty years ago, 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 was 
thoroughly and irrevocably launched.  

These compositions had no sooner been placed upon the market than other 
composers and publishers, realizing the demand for this sort of music, forthwith 
undertook to meet and nurture it. To attempt to chronicle the compositions that have 
made ragtime history would be an interminable and all but impossible task. They seem to 
have been hurled at the public at the rate of several a day ever since.  

1914 - MUSIC COURIER - AUG. 12 

 
CADMAN ON 'RAGTIME' - To the Musical Courier: - Some weeks ago you 

brought forward a very interesting curiosity in that example of "ragtime" pulled from 
Frederick Kell's collection of "Elizabethan Love Songs." 

The example may well keep company with its sisters and brothers in syncopated 
rhythm (otherwise ragtime), since you, classic MUSICAL COURIER, use this term 
yourself, as, for instance, those of Oriental, early Occidental, traditional Celtic, primitive 
African, and primitive American-otherwise Indian. 

How can a student of comparative folksong be blind to the fact that the "soil-
element"-for want of a better term dominates true folk melodies, incidentally giving birth 
to a coordinating syncopation? There are, of course, exceptions and I shall include in this 
category the old French, German and Italian folksongs, with a few English examples 
thrown in; but I speak of those infant forms of folksong, those of a more primitive 
contour-with regard to my contention of related "soul element" and syncopation. An 
examination of hundreds of American Indian songs of various tribal origin and 
comparison with Hindu, Chinese, Moorish, Australian, early English and Celtic, 
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Scandinavian, and Slavic songs gives rise to a conviction that the underlying principle of 
human musical expression, regardless of age or evolution, is subjectively the same. 

It is the objective form which alters, and that aided by intellect and human 
ingenuity. One may find the soul of music in these exotics of musical expression, as he 
may find it in the more evolved forms culminating with the modern school, although we 
regret many of the moderns have lost sight of this vitalizing principle. 

Did you ever stop to think that "soul" and "soil," though etymologically at 
variance, are singularly, philosophically, related? The most vital music, the music which 
has come down through the past three centuries, and which is accorded a place of honor, 
is tinged with a simple folk element, and this in turn by syncopation or almost 
syncopation. The present Broadway ragtime is dangerously near to corroborating my 
contention, although highbrow brethren will scoff at this. 

Please remember that underneath all the inanity, the asininity of most of the 
Broadway output the elemental emotional appeal is found the germ of a national 
expression. It may be quite embryonic, quite crude, quite primitive, but it is obviously 
pregnant and needs but intelligent guidance to lead it to fruition and development. 

So far as the writer is concerned, the study of aboriginal songs has brought with it 
the firm conviction that syncopation is a dominant and therefore dynamic concomitant in 
the development of a healthy national music. This does not in any way mean that in order 
to have an unmistakable. American music it is necessary to insert literally Indian. Negro 
Creole or idealized ragtime tunes, nor is it necessary to have syncopated rhythms in every 
single composition turned out. Such a procedure would be absurd; it would make us a 
laughing stock. There are many ways, many forms of employing these dynamics and it 
remains for future composers to find them.  

I am not sufficiently bold; sufficiently credit to compound a recipe for the use of 
my brother composers, so that all we can hope to do is to work out the problem each in 
our own way.  

The question of ethnological relationship is not argued for or against. What is 
implied is that the beginnings of a healthy, red-corpuscle American music may be 
achieved by employing certain idealized and dignified forms of syncopation, coupled 
with a proper sense of balance and sanity in the creation of such music. The restless 
energy and indomitable will of America is somehow symbolized in terms of an intelligent 
syncopation, and this statement is not made in any jingoistic spirit either. 

Such a musical form will of course, be merely the inception and not the solution. 
A few American composers have consciously or unconsciously cast certain large 
orchestral and chamber works in this pattern and have achieved a relative success. Why 
not experiment still further? 

With anticipation of your own views of this question which seem pertinent at this 
time, I am, Sincerely yours, Charles Wakefield Cadman.  

 

1914 - THE MUSICAL OBSERVER - SEPT. 

It is based almost exclusively upon syncopated time. Elson's Music Dictionary 
RAGTIME - A pernicious Evil and Enemy of True Art. - by Leo Oehmler - Ragtime 
music is chiefly a matter of rhythm and not much a matter of melody or fine harmony 
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defines Syncope as follows: "An unequal division of the time, or notes; irregular accent; 
binding the last note of one bar to the first note of the next; accented notes occurring on 
the unaccented part of a bar."  

"Syncopation is an artificial accent, an interruption of the natural pulsation of the 
music."  

"It can be produced by giving an accent where none is expected, by taking away 
the accent from a point where it is expected, or by both methods combined."  

"The natural rhythm must be restored after the syncopation has been used for a 
short time, otherwise the ear will accept the artificial accent as a natural one and the 
effect of syncopation be lost. Syncopations in accompaniments must be strong to be 
effective."  

Now, this manner of note contraction, by cutting off part of the value of one note 
and giving it to the following note, thereby creating a restless pulse beat is probably as 
old as the art of music itself and has been used by great composers in all ages. But their 
genius determined to a nicety just how and when to use it to produce certain desirable 
emotional or dramatic effects.  

In the hands of a superior composer who is a master of all the devices of 
composition, melodic, harmonic, contrapuntal and architectural design in general, 
syncopated rhythm becomes an unlimited resource for surprising and delightful effects, 
especially in the domains of operatic and orchestral music.  

But in the hands of the average ragtime composer it becomes merely a vehicle for 
the exploitation of the rhythm itself, often with frantic attempts to intensify its 
peculiarities by eccentric perversions of melody and harmony.  

By these popular exploiters of the rhythm, a noble melody, beautiful harmony, 
interesting ideas and clever transformations of themes are usually absent factors.  

The composer of ragtime music is only too frequently an illiterate musician, a 
devotee of the dance hall or cabaret and be it candidly stated, his inspiration does not 
come from above as a Heaven-sent message, but only too often is born of fire borrowed 
from a flask or the inspiration of a rendezvous in the underworld.  

The genuine composer cherishing high and artistic ideals desires to enrich art by 
worthy efforts, wherein the good, true and beautiful are the supreme factors. His desire is 
to benefit and uplift humanity to a higher mental plane and to gain, more or less, the 
approval of the elect in Art and of the race.  

But the ragtime producers' exclusive motive for composing is to make money fast 
and with a reckless abandon he even violates the grammar and syntax of the art. His 
slogan is "perversion!"  

He often tramples on natural melodic phrases; frequently violates the rules 
controlling the natural setting and blending together of chords. He delights to pass from 
one key to a very remote one without due preparation and usually with the use of chords 
unsuited to such a procedure, thereby frequently offending the fundamental principles of 
harmony.  

Frequently, he also tampers with architectural outlines, obscuring, through a 
meaningless hail-storm of notes, the feeble melody he was endeavoring to usher into life.  

All the cherished traditions of Art suffer at his hands and melodic beauty and 
harmonic sound are stifled into oblivion by the baneful and restless pulsations of 
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syncopated notes, quivering with a diseased life, the hectic flush of modern degeneracy 
encompassed in veritable whirlwinds of senseless notes appropriately termed "Ragtime."  

Now, right here some reader may interpolate the query, "Where did the term 
'Ragtime' originate?" It originated in the South at a darkey dance! Some dance musicians 
had played a certain dance wherein considerable syncopated rhythm occurred.  

One of the dusky dancers stepped up to the first fiddler and asked him to repeat 
the dance.   

"Which one?" inquired the first fiddler.  
"Oh, the one that had a sort of ragged time to it, a sort of ragtime piece!"  
This reply made the musicians laugh and thereafter they always referred to that 

particular dance as "The Ragtime Number."  
Every time they rendered it at one of their "engagements" it seemed to exercise a 

sort of hypnotic spell over the dusky dancers, who seemed to get excited when dancing to 
its restless pulsations.  

But as yet no genuine ragtime opus was set afloat on the musical sea, to endanger, 
like a pirate craft, the safety of the regular steamers, the classic and semi-classic 
productions, the salon and folk song creations, sailing serenely on the great ocean of 
sound.  

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 syncopate fever would follow in the wake of this 
famous opus.  

The writer once read the following anecdote, as to how Mills came to write the 
"Georgia Camp Meeting."  

Mills was a teacher in New York and also played at dances and receptions. 
Harassed with tone-deaf or careless pupils, as are many of our music teachers (including 
the writer), Mills one day announced to his suffering fellow dance musicians, "That he 
intended to do something desperate to extricate himself out of poverty and unsatisfactory 
musical environments." He did do something desperate! He wrote the "Georgia Camp 
Meeting," which, however, in all justice to art and to Mills, is a clever little composition 
and far more meritorious than many of the popular dances of to-day, and Mills could not 
have had the remotest idea then, what a syncope conflagration his original little 
composition would ignite.  

But, as the article informed us, Mills' desperation did not end in writing the 
"Georgia Camp Meeting."  

He published it himself and vended it, leaving copies at various music stores in 
the big metropolis.  

At first the sales were insignificant and the fortune Mills expected to "roll in" was 
not forthcoming.  

So he, we were told, resorted to a clever ruse!  He rigged himself out in a swell 
suit of clothes, new patent leather shoes, silk hat, fancy cane and other accessories, so 
that he looked as though he had just shelled out of a band-box. Then he visited each 
music dealer and each vender of sheet music looked Kerry over, dumb-struck at his 
elegant and prosperous appearance.  

They would intimate, "That business must be good!"  
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"Yes!" Kerry would reply, "That Georgia Camp Meeting of mine is going like 
wild-fire."  

"Is that so," the dealer would reply, "why, we are not having much of a demand 
for it."  

Then Kerry would get excited and declare, "that Mr. So and So" (naming some 
dealer many miles away in another part of huge New York) "was selling cart-loads of it" 
and that he, the dealer, should follow suit and fill his window and show cases with 
"Georgia Camp Meeting" and to talk it up to every customer that drops in.  

And so Mills got the dealers interested in his once famous opus and shortly 
thereafter, the jolly tune had captured the world.  

We were also told that Mills netted a snug fortune from its sales.  
Be this story true or not, the fact remains, that after the advent of the "Georgia 

Camp Meeting," ragtime dances began to multiply, so that now this jingling rhythm has 
become a veritable pest and there are as yet no signs of any abatement of the evil.  

There are both physiological and psychological reasons for the popularity of the 
nuisance!  

Ragtime or syncopated rhythm excites the nerves! Being chiefly rhythm and not 
much more, it appeals primarily to the feet, as it cannot make any high emotional or 
intellectual appeal, because destitute of both.  

Then again, the majority of people who lack taste and understanding for music 
prefer lively rhythm, because the mob lacks brains and ragtime effectually annuls, or put 
to sleep, what little thinking power operates in the mob.  

But its greatest destructive power lies in its power to lower the moral standards 

and to injure the nervous system.  

Its demoralizing power is of course greatest when its restless rhythm is coupled to 
immoral or suggestive words, for it has been discovered, that many ragtime songs as well 
as dances received their inspiration in the brothel, where young sports (often unaware of 
the evils they are conjuring up for the world), would go, with a musical chap amongst 
them, who, urged to play, may often begin to improvise some crazy ragtime rhythm, 
which later on, is tossed upon the musical market to corrupt the minds of the young.  

Music dealers sell a great deal of this stuff to the "Demimonde," to uneducated 
and loose-moral young girls and young fellows, and in general, to people who lack 
artistic taste and education, and whose ideas on moral questions are not high.  

Ragtime may be aptly termed "diseased music" or "Music for Paranoids," for its 
tendency is to befuddle the mind and to excite the nervous system and lower the moral 
conceptions.  

Clear thinking can not be indulged in while one is playing it, as perversion of 
healthy musical factors exclude sane and healthy thought.  

The word syncopation is derived from "Syncope," a medical term, meaning, "a 
heart beating unevenly through excessive agitation, or diseased in some way."  

No doubt, you have all experienced great uneasiness and agitation, even a strong 
feeling of impending disaster at times, when the heart-action has been unduly disturbed! 

As the heart-beat is to the human organism, so is rhythm related to music. 
Both constitute the pulsation of an organism, imparting either healthy or 

unhealthy life, according to the steadiness or unsteadiness of the pulse-beat. 
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A person once inoculated with the ragtime-fever is like one addicted to strong 
drink! Both desire again and again the unhealthy and un-natural stimulation which goes 
violently for the nerves. 

We can gauge the general culture of an individual or a family, just as readily by 
the kind of musical literature strewn over a piano as by the kind of books strewn over the 
library table! 

Whenever we enter a home, no matter how humble or how luxurious that home, if 

we see ragtime music plentifully in evidence, we know at once that the general culture in 

that home is of a low order. 

As well have the Police Gazette, Standard, Sporting News, old sleuth, the 
detective stories, and similar literature on your tables, as have ragtime music on your 
pianos. 

Our Police authorities have informed us that in the dens of vice and in the vilest of 
the cabarets, ragtime music, sporting papers and salacious novels are always found 

"As a man thinketh in his heart so is he!" 
The lover of ragtime proclaims to his fellowmen, "that he thinketh evil in his 

heart." 
Such underworld productions as "The Dippy Rag,' "Bunny Hub," "Devil's Ball," 

"Grizzly Bear," "Baboon Baby Dance," with title pages picturing contortioned, partly 
clothed dancers in attitudes suggesting inebriated Hottentots, are out of place in 
respectable homes. 

What mental uplife, too, can be secured from word such as: 
 
"A want to be way down in Dixie, 
Where the hens are dog-gone glad to lay,  
Scrambled egges in the new-mown hay." 
 
Or, 
 
"Do the honey shuffle Babe, right on your toes, 
Cuddle, cuddle next to me, everybody knows, 
See that fiddle, fiddle man He's havin' a fit! 
Hear that red-faced trombone man! Say, kid, he's it! 
Wheel it! Reel it! Lordy, can't you feel it? 
Bow! Wow! 
That's the Bull Dog Rag." 
 
Let us all take a united stand against the Ragtime Evil as we would against bad 

literature, the horrors of war or intemperance and other socially destructive evils. 
In Christian homes, where purity of morals are stressed, ragtime should find no 

resting place. 
Avaunt with ragtime rot! Let us purge America and the Divine Art of Music from 

this polluting nuisance. 

1915 - THE CADENZA - MARCH 
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RAGTIME PIANO PLAYING - by Edward R. Winn. INTRODUCTION - It is 
assumed that the pupil is able to read and play compositions of average difficulty for, as 
the heading implies, this course is not for the beginner in piano playing.  

Aside from the tectonic required, ragtime presents two unusual problems to the 
pianist; namely, the ability to harmonize off-hand or enlarge upon and make additions to 
the harmony given, and then to syncopate (rag) the tones thus produced. To play a 
composition as arranged and written for piano is one thing; to convert a melody and 
accompaniment into effective ragtime is quite another. 

To the natural pianist, who now is able to play popular music with "straight"-or, 
as it is sometimes called, "swing" bass-and full harmony (chords) in the treble, this 
course will prove to him what he already instinctively knows, and will enable him to 
readily impart his special knowledge to others. 

To the student of harmony, who has become discouraged and possibly disgusted 
with the mass of rules involved, this course will prove a revelation, and enable him to 
perform automatically what he never has been able to accomplish spontaneously by 
means of the theoretical knowledge possessed. 

It must be borne in mind that ragtime is decidedly a "free" style of music, and that 
no pianist can be expected to play ragtime until able to play strongly accented "straight" 
time. To play straight time requires the employment of a substitution for strict note 
reading that will classify the chords off-hand, so as to avoid scattered or difficult forms 
and to produce full harmony where a "thin" or incomplete chord is given in the notation 
of the sheet music. This feature of the course, known as "Bass for Piano," will come to 
students as something distinctly new to them, as it will lay a firm and sure foundation in 
practical keyboard harmony, based upon the principle of classifying all combinations of 
tones as one of three chords-known in theoretical harmony as tonic, sub-dominant and 
dominant seventh-by consulting the notation as given in the sheet music. 
 

WORKING IN THE ORCHESTRA PITS.   
 

As an example of carrying a theme through a picture, and by counterpoint and 
counter melody "fitting the music to the picture," we are appending a letter from a young 
lady, Alice S. Burton, who evidently has the courage of her conviction. She writes from 
Honolulu, Hawaii, to the Motion Picture World, and we wish there were more pianists 
whose ideas coincided with her views: After selecting her theme and designating her 
method of deviating from it by the term "dramatic composition," she continues: I mean 
by dramatic composition to depart entirely from the original theme, and composer or 
improvise melody to fit the action of the characters in the picture. Use in this case either 
melodramatic agitato, or running of horses, etc., modulating your melodies to blend like a 
transcription ending with your original theme, and making a complete musical setting for 
a picture. Do you think this can be done? I don't believe in using different melodies, viz., 
six or eight measures of "Indian Summer" then another part measure of some andante 
movement, for the reason that few melodies blend, even when modulated from one key to 
the other. They don't blend with your original theme, because the "character" is not there. 
Character music must be descriptive. In regard to changing tempos, if the music were 
written 6-8 you change to 2-4. I think in this case, if you change the tempo, the same 
tempo or movement should be observed all through, improvising to fit as above stated. I 



 45 

find very often a waltz changed to 2-4 time makes a music setting for a picture; for 
example, "Vision of Salome" changed to 2-4, Spanish movement, fits a "Spanish 
Dramatic Picture." A person must in this case understand music to change the tempos 
correctly. Often runs, trills and chords have to be introduced to make the music and 
harmony complete. However, in changing the music in this way, simply make a 
rearrangement of the theme itself, executed at sight. There are few pianists who have the 
"knack of playing for the pictures," as you term it. Some can play vaudeville, others make 
good accompanists. But I think the picture pianists are in a world of their own for this 
reason: A good picture pianist must have dramatic talent and also be able to interpret 
character. In music one must have technique as well as expression to interpret properly 
the scenes as they appear on the screen. I mean by interpreting character, to let the music 
talk, as it were. For example, a Scotch dramatic picture requires a Scotch melody, not a 
Scotch dance. Sailor scenes, something in 6/8 time with a hornpipe swing. For simple 
stories as told to children, ofttimes I use songs from McDowell to the finish of the story, 
and so on. For Oriental high-class pictures I use such pieces as the "Chinese Serenade," 
by H. Filiege; "Hannako" and similar sketches. For Mohammed and Egyptian pictures I 
use such pieces as "Marche des Gilbaros," by Gottschalk. It would depend on the picture 
where I would start to play this march. The "Rakoczy Marche," by Liszt, is another good 
one. For war pictures I use Sousa's "Marche Ludeos," E. T. Paul's marches or 
"Fraternity."........etc.  Letter from Salt Lake City, Utah. "When you're lonesome, play 
ragtime." "When you're blue, play ragtime.”When your temper gets away, play ragtime." 
"If your head aches, play ragtime." "If you don't play it, sing it, but whether you sing or 
play, let it be always ragtime." "Give me ragtime every day. I love it, and don't you forget 
it, so do the very ones who declare it below their standard of musical entertainment." 
(Maxims of Rae Samuels, appearing recently at the Orpheum Theatre.) John Philip Sousa 
appeared here recently and reasserted his right to the title of "March King." All the 
numbers played, from the happy syncopated rag to the most sympathetic melodies, 
demonstrated his art. (excerpt) 

1915 - THE CHICAGO DEFENDER - MAY 1 

 
WILLIAM MARION COOK - Beginning of Ragtime 
 
About 1888. The starting and quick growth of so-called "ragtime." As far back as 1875, 
Negroes in the questionable resorts along the Mississippi had commenced to evolve this 
musical figure, but at the World's Fair, Chicago, "ragtime" got a running start, swept the 
Americas, then Europe, and today the craze has not diminished. Cause of Success: The 
public was tired of the sing song, same, monotonous, mother, sister, father, sentimental, 
songs. Ragtime offered unique rhythms, curious groupings of words, and melodies that 
gave the zest of unexpectedness. Many Negroes, Irving Jones, Will Accoe, Bob Cole, 
Johnson Brothers, Gussie L. Davis, Sid Perrin, Ernest Hogan, Williams and Walker and 
others wrote some of the most celebrated rag songs of the day. In other instances white 
actors and song writers would hear in St. Louis such melodies as "New Bully," "Hot 
Time," etc., would change the words (often unprintable) and publish them as their own 
creations. At this time came Dvorak. He saw that from this people, even though their 
material had been debased, must come a great school of music-not necessarily national-
but rather new and characteristic. The renaissance in Negro music. A few earnest Negro 
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music students felt as did Dvorak. They studied the man-so broad, genial, and human-
carefully and thoroughly. 
 

1915 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUGUST 

 
RAGTIME IN NEW ORLEANS. By Sam L. Rosenbaum. A word about the New 

Orleans School, the largest in the South. When Mr. Wooters opened a school for teaching 
ragtime, the last of February, just after the conclusion of the famous Mardi Gras Festival, 
savants in the music line said he was crazy. They said ragtime would never flourish in 
New Orleans in a hundred years. 

Yet it has. And it didn't take but a month for the people to take to it. Mr. Wooters 
is a young man, just a year out of college-a graduate of the University of Illinois, by the 
way-and full of ideas for boosting business. He worked in the newspaper business for two 
years, wrote musical comedy in college and developed a lot of enthusiasm for ragtime in 
the meantime. But to return to New Orleans. The Christensen School was opened right in 
the busiest corner in the city. Advertising and plenty of it became the slogan. At the end 
of the second month Mr. Wooters put on another teacher. At the end of the third month a 
music publishing department was opened in connection with the school. 

 The reason for our success? The best way to express it is to adopt the slang 
expression-"plenty of pep."  

We haven't let the grass grow under our feet. We've advertised every day of the 
week in the two morning papers. We've put out young lady ragtime players on a house to 
house census to find out just who are interested in ragtime. We've got a circular full of 
dozens of testimonials from our New Orleans pupils and graduates. We got Grunewalds-
the leading music house in the South-as our reference. We've placed handsome framed 
show-cards in all the sheet music counters in the city. Our "ad" is everywhere people that 
like music are apt to see it-in cabarets, on excursion steamers, parks, etc. 

Our rent is high-but we've maintaining a front. That's part of our advertising 
theory. Our teachers-and we have three now-are required to be courteous, to constantly 
study new ways to hold the interest of pupils. If business is a little slack we find out the 
reason and correct it. Nothing succeeds like success.  

In addition to the regular follow up system supplied by the main office, Mr. 
Wooters writes personal letters to all his prospects. As the last letter after the personal 
letter and the four follow-ups and the booklet, he mails them a coupon, good for one free 
lesson. All he wants is a personal interview. I believe he could convince one of the old 
masters that ragtime is on the calendar.  

These are only a few of our methods. Mr. Wooters is constantly figuring out new 
schemes for building up our school. This fall he's planning to hold a number of ragtime 
piano playing contests at the different theaters in the city. Next month he's going to 
furnish the music shops of the city with free ragtime players-who are incidentally going 
to demonstrate the Christens System in addition to the "hits."  

Watch us grow! We're on the map to stay. We'll be tickled to death to hear from 
other schools and to know their methods and to answer any letters they may wish to write 
us. 

1915 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUGUST 
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THE TEACHING OF RAGTIME VERSUS CLASSICAL - by Axel Christensen. 

It is a fact that very few piano students of classical music go very far with their studies. 
Out of the great mass of pupils who go to the conservatories few go far enough with their 
studies to accomplish any real results. 

In most cases they do not realize the magnitude of the task that lies before them. 
Their idea being simply to learn to play, they go at it in the orthodox way and begin the 
long "piano fight" with the inevitable five-finger exercises, scales, arpeggios and what 
not. The teacher is no doubt conscientious and, believing that the pupil is "hungry for 
punishment," takes particular pains to see that the pupil has to go through exactly the 
same line of work that the said teacher went through a generation before. 

In every case the routine is the same. If the pupil's desire is simply to be able to 
play such popular pieces as "It's a Long Way to Tipperary" or "In the Hills of Old 
Kentucky," the pupil gets the inevitable five-finger exercises, scales, arpeggios, etc. 

If the pupil aspires to be an organist in the local church, he still gets the five-
finger exercises, scales, arpeggios, etc. 

If he wants to learn to play for dances or for moving picture shows, he may not 
feel that he needs them, but whether he needs them or not, he is going to get them-the 
five-finger exercises, scales, arpeggios, etc. 

The same if he wants to study for the concert stage.  
For the person who loves music with melody and rhythm and who is eager to 

learn it for the pleasure it will give him or her, it’s pretty tough to have to go through the 
same tedious amount of preparatory work that would be necessary for one studying for 
the profession. For such a person; namely, one who wants to play for home pleasure, all 
these scales, arpeggios, five-finger exercises, and studies without number, are as 
unnecessary as the foundation of a sky scraper would be for a cozy little cottage. 

Now, if pupils really prefer ragtime and popular music, why not give it to them 
direct, instead of first making them go through the regular routine prescribed for a 
classical course? After the classical course they usually have to learn ragtime from a 
ragtime specialist anyway and are compelled to start almost at the same point with their 
ragtime lessons as a person who has never studied before. 

All you have to do is to give the pupil who loves ragtime a start in the right 
direction and he learns almost without effort. All ragtime is made up of certain 
movements, or styles of rhythm, which can be easily distinguished and analyzed and as 
soon as a few of these movements have been learned, the rest is easy. 

Given a few lessons in mastering the principal ragtime movements, which in a 
course of ragtime takes the place of the usual scales and arpeggios, and the pupil as 
rhythm at his finger tips-such rhythm and preciseness of touch that is seldom found 
except in persons who have spent a long time in working out the usual routine. Even a 
simple major scale played with that ragtime swing is beautiful. 

After the short time required to learn to play the principal movements upon which 
ragtime is based, the pupil's entire time is then devoted to transcribing melodies into that 
wavy, swaying lilt that makes you want to dance. 

I have no criticism to offer on the time honored orthodox method of piano 
instruction. For those who aspire to great things, who want to investigate the art of piano 
playing as far as their ability and unceasing labor will permit them to go-for those who 
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want to study for the profession or to those who love classical music-to such as these, the 
orthodox course, is the thing.  

But, if you love ragtime music, study ragtime under a school that makes a 
specialty of just that one thing, and whose successful pupils are to be found on every 
hand (we modestly refrain from mentioning the name of such school in this article) and 
you will have found the quickest road to the goal you desire. 

There is nothing in ragtime, properly taught, that can possibly interfere with the 
study of classical music at a later date. On the contrary, the firm legato touch and the 
absolute even tempo required in good ragtime will be a great help to the student who later 
takes up the classical work.  

1915 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUGUST 

 
WHAT ABOUT RAGTIME? In the following story by T. Fred Henry, the 

celebrated band master of Des Moines, La., much will be found of interest to the lover of 
ragtime. Mr. Henry's remarks are breezy, direct and to the point and coming from a man 
of his standing are a great boost for the "cause." The article follows: 

When you stop to consider that in America and, in fact, all the civilized countries 
of the world ragtime is the musical craze of the hour, it must be admitted that it has 
something very fascinating about it. 

To begin with, American ragtime is syncopated time and in its original form is 
therefore not a new-born idea, for you find it embodied in the works of almost all the old 
masters. 

Of course it is then called syncopation; for none of the worshipers of the great 
Richard Wagner will admit that he ever wrote a bar of ragtime.  

Well, maybe he did not, but he certainly missed a great chance to make an awful 
big hit with a lot of good fellows that cannot see anything else. Still if we are indebted to 
those great pioneers in the field of music for our waltz movements, barcarolles and other 
ballet and dance music, we should also give them some credit for the syncopated 
movement which forms the very foundation of ragtime. 

But to the American composer belongs the real glory of having developed modern 
ragtime and that is something after all, for it is the most popular style of music ever 
written. 

When I say it is popular I do not insist that its popularity is entirely due to its 
merits. 

Business methods in publication help and when you stop to consider that at least 
90 per cent of the music publishers in the country publish popular music only and spend 
thousands of dollars annually to have their numbers featured by stars in the big 
productions and in vaudeville, by the famous bands and orchestras, by the cabaret singers 
in the fashionable cafes and then have them reproduced on hundreds of records for the 
phonograph, their numbers are sure to become popular, especially if they have the swing 
and go to catch the ear.  

The words, too, are a great factor, generally corresponding to the melody in 
character and always humorous. 

And let me say right here that ragtime is the real comedy in music, for it is 
absolutely devoid of anything serious.  
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It makes no difference how bad the weather, how hard times or how cold the 
audience, you can cheer them up and set them going the instant you start a bit of ragtime. 
Everybody sits up and takes notice and the chances are that it will bring a burst of 
applause that will warm things up for that remainder of the program. It is a guaranteed 
cure for the blues. 

1915 - THE NEW REPUBLIC - OCT. 16 

 
RAGTIME - It has been nearly twenty years, and American ragtime is still 

officially beyond the pale. As the one original and indigenous type of music of the 
American people, as the one type of American popular music that has persisted and 
undergone constant evolution, one would think it might receive the clammy hand of 
fellowship from composers and critics. There is very little evidence that these gentlemen 
have changed their feeling about it in the last ten years. Then they asserted that it was 
"fortunately on the wane," now they sigh that it will be always with us. That is the only 
difference. 

I can't feel satisfied with this. I can't help feeling that a person who doesn't open 
his heart to ragtime somehow isn't human. Nine out of ten musicians, if caught unawares, 
will like this music until they remember that they shouldn't. What does this mean? Does 
it mean that ragtime is "all very well in its place?" Rather that these musicians don't 
consider that place theirs. But that place, remember, is in the affections of some 
10,000,000 or more Americans. Conservative estimates show that there are at least 
50,000,000 copies of popular music sold in this country yearly, and a goodly portion of it 
is in ragtime. 

And these musicians prefer to regard themselves as beings apart. This is a pretty 
serious accusation for the musician to level against himself. I don't mean that wherever 
10,000,000 Americans agree on a thing they are necessarily right. Their sentimental 
ballads are the mere dregs of Schubert and Franz Abt. But ragtime is a type of music 
substantially new in musical history. It has persisted, grown, evolved in many directions, 
without official recognition or aid. You may take it as certain that if many millions of 
people persist in liking something that has not been recognized by the schools, there is 
vitality in that thing. The attitude toward folk-music at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century was very similar. A Russian folk-song was no less scorned in the court of 
Catherine the Great than a ragtime song in our music studios to-day. Yet Russian folk 
song became the basis of some of the most vigorous art-music of the past century, and no 
musician speaks of it to-day except in terms of respect. The taste of the populace is often 
enough toward the shoddy and outworn. But when the populace creates its own art 
without official encouragement, then let the artists listen. I haven't a notion whether 
ragtime is going to form the basis of an "American school of composition." But I am sure 
that many a native composer could save his soul if he would open his ears to this folk-
music of the American city. 

But the schools have their reply. "Ragtime is not new," they say. "It is merely 
syncopation, which was used by Haydn and Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms, and is good, 
like any other musical material, when it is used well." But they are wrong. Ragtime is not 
"merely syncopation." It is a certain sort of syncopation-namely, a persistent syncopation 
in one part conflicting with exact rhythm in another. But of course this definition is not 
enough. Ragtime has its flavor that no definition can imprison. No one would take the 
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syncopation of a Haydn symphony to be American ragtime. "Certainly not," replies the 
indignant musician. Nor the syncopation of any recognized composer. But if this is so, 
then ragtime is new. You can't tell an American composer's "art-song" from any mediocre 
art-song the world over. (Permit me to pass over the few notable exceptions.) You can 
distinguish American ragtime from the popular music of any nation and any age. In the 
first instance the love of ragtime is a purely human matter. You simply can't resist it. I 
remember hearing a Negro quartet singing "Waiting for the Robert E. Lee," in a cafe, and 
I felt my blood thumping in tune, my muscles twitching to the rhythm. I wanted to 
paraphrase Shakespeare- 

  
"The man who hath no ragtime in his soul, who is not moved by syncopated 

sounds"  
 

And so on. If any musician does not feel in his heart the rhythmic complexities of "The 
Robert E. Lee" I should not trust him to feel in his heart the rhythmic complexities of 
Brahms. This ragtime appeals to the primitive love of the dance-a special sort of dance in 
which the rhythm of the arms and shoulders conflicts with the rhythm of the feet, in 
which dozens of little needles of energy are deftly controlled in the weaving of the whole. 
And if musicians refuse to recognize it, as they once refused to recognize Russian folk-
music, they criticize not ragtime, but themselves. 

But ragtime is also "good" in the more austere sense of the professional critic. I 
cannot understand how a trained musician can overlook its purely technical elements of 
interest. It has carried the complexities of the rhythmic subdivision of the measure to a 
point never before reached in the history of music. It has established subtle conflicting 
rhythms to a degree never before attempted in any popular or folk-music, and rarely 
enough in art-music. It has shown a definite and natural evolution-always a proof of 
vitality in a musical idea. It has gone far beyond most other popular music in the freedom 
of inner voices (yes, I mean polyphony) and of harmonic modulation. And it has proved 
its adaptability to the expression of many distinct moods. Only the trained musician can 
appreciate the significance of a style which can be turned to many distinct uses. There is 
the "sentimental manner," and the "emotional manner" and so on: but the style includes 
all the manners, and there have not been so many styles in musical history that they 
couldn't be counted on a few people's fingers. 

It may be that I am deceived as to the extent of ragtime's adaptability. But I think 
of the rollicking fun of "The International Rag," the playful delicacy of "Everybody's 
Doing It," the bustling laziness of "Waiting for the Robert E. Lee," the sensual poignancy 
of "La Seduction" tango, and the tender pathos of "The Memphis Blues." Each of these 
pieces has its peculiar style-in the narrower sense-deftly carried out. And I know that we 
are dealing here with a set of musical materials which have no more than commenced 
their job of expressing a generation. 

We must admit that current ragtime is deficient on the melodic side. Some of the 
tunes are strong, but many of the best ragtime pieces have little beyond their rhythmic 
energy and ingenuity to distinguish them. If we had a folk-song tradition in America our 
popular melodies, doubtless, would not be so permeated with vulgarity. The words, also, 
too often have the chief vice of vulgarity-sluggish conventionality-without its chief 
virtue, the generous warmth of everydayness. And this latter quality, when it exists, 
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resides not so much in the words themselves, as in the flavor of the songs, the uninspired 
but tireless high spirits of the American people. 

But ragtime words have at least one artist quality of the highest rank. They fit the 
music like a glove. These songs appeal to the people who expect to sing them, a people 
who have no oratorio or grand opera tradition behind them, and who come quite naturally 
to the ideal of wedded music and verse which Wagner had to struggle for against his 
whole generation. I shouldn't be surprised, in fact, if the origin of the "rag" is to be found 
in the jerky quality of the English-or shall we say American-language, which found in the 
Negroes its first naive singers. One of the Negro "spirituals" runs thus: 

  
 "An he gave them commishun to flu, Brudder Lass'rus! An' he gave them 

commishun to fly." 
 

The tune, as always in Negro songs, follows the exact accent of the spoken words. But 
just imagine what Messrs. Moody and Sankey would have done to them! 

As you walk up and down the streets of an American city you feel in its jerk and 
rattle a personality different from that of any European capital. This is American. It is in 
our lives, and it helps to form our characters and condition our mode of action. It should 
have expression in art, simply because any people must express itself if it is to know 
itself. No European music can or possibly could express this American personality. 
Ragtime I believe does express it. It is to-day the one true American music. Hiram K. 
Moderwell  

1915 - THE NEW REPUBLIC - NOV. 

 
ANTI-RAGTIME - Sir: Once I asked a rather famous artist to express in music 

the most immoral feeling possible. He threw up his hand with a quick snap of his finger, 
and I had his answer forthwith in a whistled snatch of ragtime. In your issue of October 
16th Hirma K. Moderwell attempts to dignify this delectable sister of folly under the 
disguise, "folk-music." His exact words are, "I am sure that many a native composer 
could save his sold if he would open his ears to this folk-music of the American city."  

The confusion of thought in this article is exasperating because nowadays one 
hears so much of its kind. The fundamental idea seems to be that if you can pervert the 
taste of ten million persons in these United States-no matter how inferior they are as a 
class-into liking a thing, you may then, with the fervor of a religious zealot, call the thing 
American and insist that it is necessarily the fullest expression of the life of the people. 
This sort of reasoning everywhere infests our national life. The editor with his dozen 
reports of murder and sexual laxity flashing from the front page of his morning paper; the 
novelist and dramatist with their liberal laxative of filth and their crass sugaring of 
sentiment; the minister with his startling vulgarity and his hypnotism; the music-master 
with his ragtime-all these bow the knee to Baal. These men, however, insist that they are 
expressing the true American feeling by giving the epole what they want. The concrete 
product of such reasoning is found in men of the type of William R. Hearst, Harold Bell 
Wright, Billy Sunday, and George M. Cohen. 

The harm lies in the delusion that these are the true Americans. If one has heard, 
"Hark! Hark! The lark at heaven's gate sings," how could he save his soul by opening his 
ears to "When the frost is on the pumpkin and the fodder's in the shock?" Or if one has 
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comprehended "What a piece of work is a man," why should he imagine that he is 
expressing the real American spirit when he spurts through a quid of tobacco, "Lord! We 
all know we're as common as sin!" So long as some people remember that America has 
produced Greeley and Bryant, Emerson and Hawthorne, Phillips Brooks, MacDonald, 
Damrosch, and Muck, shall they find their souls when they  

 
"This fair mountain leaves to feed, and batten on this moor?" 
 

Would it not be better in these perilous times of the movie and the tango to remember 
what was said a good many centuries ago-by Socrates, I believe: "A principle which has 
any soundness should stand firm not only now and then, but always and forever."   James 
Cloyd Dowman  
 

(Ragtime is American, exactly as skyscrapers are American-having been 
invented, developed and chiefly used in America. On that point there can be no dispute. 
How much you like it is another matter. The correspondent feels that the taste for ragtime 
is a depraved taste and that the class which entertains it is an inferior class. Of course he 
is assuming that he is the superior. Now, if I may be allowed the liberties of controversy 
for a moment, the man who argues in this fashion is technically known as a snob. A snob, 
of course, may be right. But just suppose in this case that the taste for ragtime were not 
depraved; the correspondent could never know that fact because, being superior, he could 
not share the tastes of the inferior. The weakness of the snob is his helpless imprisonment 
in this vicious circle. If he should happen to be wrong he could never know it. 

I certainly do not suppose that "ragtime is the" fullest expression of the life of the 
people. And I freely admit that bad ragtime is written in about as great proportion as bad 
lieder and bad symphonies. The important point is that ragtime, whether it be adjudged 
good or bad, is original with Americans-it is their own creation. And a people must do its 
own art-creation, for the same reason that an individual must do his own lovemaking.  H. 
K. M.)  

1915 - CURRENT OPINION - DEC. 

 
WILL RAGTIME SAVE THE SOUL OF THE NATIVE AMERICAN 

COMPOSER? Periodical defenses of ragtime music are not uncommon features of 
American musical journalism. But in spite of these, ragtime is still officially beyond the 
pale. Hiram K. Moderwell is the latest champion to take up the cudgels for this unique 
type of musical expression. He is a spirited and emphatic championship. In an essay on 
the subject recently published in The New Republic, he opens fire upon his opponents by 
declaring that ragtime is "the one original and indigenous type of music of the American 
people, the one type of American popular music that has persisted and undergone 
constant evolution." Still it has not yet received "the clammy hand of fellowship from 
composers and critics." For a while these academic gentlemen were under the impression 
that ragtime was on the want, but they have finally been forced to admit, as Mr. 
Moderwell expresses their attitude, "that it will always be with us." (Following quotation 
from New Republic, Oct. 16, 1915) 

"I can't feel satisfied with this. I can't help feeling that a person who doesn't open 
his heart to ragtime somehow isn't human. Nine out of ten musicians, if caught unawares, 
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will like this music until they remember that they shouldn't. What does this mean? Does 
it mean that ragtime is 'all very well in its place'? Rather that these musicians don't 
consider that place theirs. But that place, remember, is in the affections of some 
10,000,000 or more Americans. Conservative estimates show that there are at least 
50,000,000 copies of popular music sold in this country yearly, and a goodly portion of it 
is in ragtime.  

And these musicians prefer to regard themselves as beings apart. This is a pretty 
serious accusation for the musician to level against himself. I don't mean that wherever 
10,000,000 Americans agree on a thing they are necessarily right. Their sentimental 
ballads are the mere dregs of Schubert and Franz Abt. But ragtime is a type of music 
substantially new in musical history. It has persisted, grown, evolved in many directions, 
without official recognition or aid. You may take it as certain that if many millions of 
people persist in liking something that has not been recognized by the schools, there is 
vitality in that thing. 

"The attitude toward folk-music at the beginning of the nineteenth century was 
very similar. A Russian folk-song was no less scorned in the court of Catherine the Great 
than a ragtime song in our music studies to-day. Yet Russian folk-song became the basis 
of some of the most vigorous art-music of the past century, and no musician speaks of it 
to-day except in terms of respect. The taste of the populace is often enough toward the 
shoddy and outworn. But when the populace creates its own art without official 
encouragement, then let the artists listen. I haven't a notion whether ragtime is going to 
form the basis of an 'American school of composition.' But I am sure that many a native 
composer could save his soul if he would open his ears to this folk-music of the 
American city." 

In reply to the charge that ragtime is merely syncopation, "which was used by 
Haydn and Mozart, Beethoven and Brahms," and that it is good, like any other musical 
material, only when it is well used, this critic asserts that ragtime is not "mere 
syncopation. It is a certain sort of syncopation-namely, a persistent syncopation in one 
part conflicting with exact rhythm in another." But this definition, he confesses, is quite 
useless; for ragtime has a flavor that no definition can imprison. Its syncopation is unique 
and novel. You can't tell an American composer's 'art-song' from any mediocre art-song 
the world over. You can distinguish American ragtime from the popular music of any 
nation and any age."  

"If any musician does not feel in his heart the rhythmic complexities of 'The 
Robert E. Lee' I should not trust him to feel in his heart the rhythmic complexities of 
Brahms. This ragtime appeals to the primitive love of the dance-a special sort of dance in 
which the rhythm of the arms and shoulders conflicts with the rhythm of the feet, in 
which dozens of little needles of energy are deftly controlled in the weaving of the whole. 
And if musicians refuse to recognize Russian folk-music, they criticize not ragtime but 
themselves. 

"But ragtime is also 'good' in the more austere sense of the professional critic. I 
cannot understand how a trained musician can overlook its purely technical elements of 
interest. It has carried the complexities of the rhythmic subdivision of the measure to a 
point never before reached in the history of music. It has established subtle conflicting 
rhythms to a degree never before attempted in any popular or folk-music, and rarely 
enough in art-music. It has shown a definite and natural evolution-always a proof of 
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vitality in a musical idea. It has gone far beyond most other popular music in the freedom 
of inner voices (yes, I mean polyphony) and of harmonic modulation. And it has proved 
its adaptability to the expression of many distinct moods. Only the trained musician can 
appreciate the significance of a style which can be turned to many distinct uses. There is 
the 'sentimental manner,' and the emotional manner' and so on;' but the style includes all 
the manners, and there have not been so many styles in musical history that they couldn't 
be counted on a few people's fingers." 

Mr. Moderwell goes on to speak of the "rollicking fun" of "The international 
Rag': the "Playful delicacy" of "Everybody's Doing It", the "bustling laziness" of "The 
Robert E. Lee" the "tender pathos" of the "Memphis Blues." "Each of these pieces has its 
peculiar style-in the narrower sense-deftly carried out." We must admit that current 
ragtime is deficient on the melodic side. Some of the tunes are strong, but many of the 
best ragtime pieces have little beyond their rhythmic energy and ingenuity to distinguish 
them. If we had a folk-song tradition in America our popular melodies, doubtless, would 
not be so permeated with vulgarity. The words, also, too often have the chief vice of 
vulgarity-sluggish conventionality-without its chief virtue, the generous warmth of 
everydayness. And this latter quality, when it exists, resides not so much in the words 
themselves, as in the flavor of the songs, the uninspired but timeless high spirits of the 
American people. 

"But ragtime words have at least one artist quality of the highest rank. They fit the 
music like a glove. These songs appeal to the people who expect to sing them, a people 
who have no oratorio or grand opera tradition behind them, and who come quite naturally 
to the ideal of wedded music and verse which Wagner had to struggle for against his 
whole generation. I shouldn't be surprised, in fact, if the origin of the 'rag' is to be found 
in the jerky quality of the English-or shall we say American-language, which found in the 
Negroes its first naive singers."  

When you walk up and down the streets of an American city, Mr. Moderwell 
concludes, you feel in its jerk and rattle a personality different from that of any European 
capital. "This is American. It is in our lives, and it helps to form our characters and 
condition our mode of action. It should have expression in art, simply because any people 
must express itself if it is to know itself. No European music can or possibly could 
express this American personality. Ragtime I believe does express it. It is to-day the one 
true American music," 

Writing in Every Week, Mr. Moderwell contributes some interesting facts 
concerning the composition of ragtime songs. From five million to twenty million copies 
of popular music are annually sold by the half dozen leading publishers in America. "No 
one has been able to compute the total real sales of music 'made in America.,' but a 
conservative figure would be 50,000,000 annually-which means an expenditure of 
$5,000,000 a year (mostly by women) and $500,000 in royalties to the authors." These 
songs, he reiterates, are the most original music America has yet produced. "There are 
critics who go so far as to say that our future American symphonies and opera will be 
written in ragtime." 

A poor song, these publishers have discovered, cannot be made popular by any 
known means. But the good songs must get a hearing. This is an expensive, complex and 
persistent problem for the publishers, who hire "pluggers" to advertise their wares and to 
drum new songs into the ears of the susceptible public. If a song is truly "catchy," 
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hundreds of thousands of copies will be sold within a few months. Most of these songs 
are based on catchwords and catch phrases, and this "catch" soon becomes part of our 
flexible American language. Witness "My Wife's Gone to the Country." Mr. Moderwell 
further explains the process involved in the composition of most of the popular American 
ragtime songs (the time is secondary to the idea in most of them): 

"Before you can compose your song you must have an 'idea.' An 'idea' is the most 
precious thing in the world. It may be worth a solid million dollars eventually. And it 
can't be manufactured-it just comes. An 'idea' may come from anywhere, but generally it 
comes from some little peculiarity of common life. Mr. Berlin says that he got his idea 
for 'My Wife's Gone to the Country' from a remark that he overheard in a barber shop." 

Such eloquent championship of ragtime as this of Mr. Moderwell could not, 
evidently, pass unnoticed by those who are certain of its inferiority and even depravity. 
James Cloyd Bowman has replied to Mr. Moderwell in no uncertain terms. In a letter to 
The New Republic he writes: 

"The confusion of thought in this article is exasperating because nowadays one 
hears so much of its kind. The fundamental idea seems 'to be that if you can pervert the 
taste of ten million persons in these United States-no matter how inferior they are as a 
class-into liking a thing, you may then, with the fervor of a religious zealot, call the thing 
American and insist that it is necessarily the fullest expression of the life of the people. 
This sort of reasoning everywhere infests our national life. The editor with his dozen 
reports of murder and sexual laxity flashing from the front page of his morning paper; the 
novelist and dramatist with their liberal laxative of filth and their crass sugaring of 
sentiment; the minister with his startling vulgarity and his hypnotism; the music-master 
with his ragtime-all these bow the knee to Baal. These men, however, insist that they are 
expressing the true American feeling by giving the people what they want. The concrete 
product of such reasoning is found in men of the type of William R. Hearst, Harold Bell 
Wright, Billy Sunday and George M. Cohen. 

In reply to this letter, Mr. Moderwell writes that "ragtime is American just as sky-
scrapers are American"-having been invented, developed and chiefly used in America. 

"I certainly do not suppose that ragtime is the fullest expression of the life of the 
people. And I freely admit that bad ragtime is written in about as great proportion as bad 
Lieder and bad symphonies. The important point is that ragtime, whether it be adjudged 
good or bad, is original with Americans-it is their own creation. And a people must do its 
own art-creation for the same reason that an individual must do his own love-making."  

1915 - NEW REPUBLIC - DEC. 4 

 
EXTOLS RAGTIME ARTICLE - Sir: On reading Mr. Hiram K Moderwell's 

excellent article on "ragtime" in your journal a few weeks ago I immediately thought that 
some person would address you in your columns and attempt to take Mr. Moderwell to 
task for claiming that ragtime is a typical American expression.  

I see that my thought was correct. Mr. James Cloyd Bowman, in your issue of 
November 6th, finds "confusion of thought" in Mr. Moderwell's article. I should be happy 
to have him point out just where this "confusion" lies, as I have read the article very 
carefully and am unable to find it. The fact that Mr. Bowman, at some time in his career, 
asked "a famous artist to express in music the most immoral feeling possible" and that 
"the famous artist" in response whistled a bit of ragtime, seems to me to be poor proof 
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that ragtime is not typical of America' bustling life. Mr. Modewell treated his subject in 
the article under discussion with veritable mastery and I have heard many persons who 
are vitally interested in this country's music speak of the article in terms of high praise. 
Ragtime is American and no one can prove that it is not. It expresses something that we 
feel; to be sure, it isn't lofty in its theme. It may be, for all I know, "music of the feet." 
But what of that? It surely has a greater justification for existing than have turgid 
symphonies by some of our pedantic musicians, symphonies which have in them nothing 
of the breath of life, but are purely calculated affairs, brought into being to satisfy their 
perpetrator, who feels that he must write a symphony. 

I would also like to correct Mr. Bowman when he says that "so long as some 
people remember that America has produced men like Greeley and Bryant, Emerson and 
Hawthorne, Phillips Brooks, MacDonald, Damrosch and Muck." Mr. Damrosch was born 
in Germany-I take it that he refers to Mr. Walter Damrosch, conductor of the symphony 
society-so was his brother, Mr. Frank Damrosch, and Dr. Muck, conductor of the Boston 
symphony, also first saw the light of day in that land which our especially neutral citizens 
enjoy calling "Barbaria," the land which in music has given the world Bach, Beethoven, 
Brahms and Wagner. - A. Walter Kramer.  

1916 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUGUST 

 
ABOUT RAGTIME - A short time ago the question of "Who originated 

ragtime?" was brought up again, this time by Ben Harney and McIntyre and Heath, both 
claiming a prior claim to honor of introducing "ragtime" to American vaudeville. 

Some time recently Jim McIntyre stated in an interview he had done a buck dance 
accompanied by the clapping of hands to the tune of an old "Rabbit" song which he had 
learned from southern Negroes and brought it into New York at Tony Pastor's theater in 
1879. 

According to an article in "Variety," Ben Harney, who claims to be the originator 
of ragtime, came to the fore immediately and offered $100, besides bowing out of the 
profession if he can be shown a piece of ragtime music antedating the two songs he first 
used, "Mr. Johnson Turn Me Loose," and "You've Been a Good Old Wagon, but You've 
Done Broke Down." 

Against that Jim McIntyre stated ragtime was never originated by White man and 
that it was originally taught to him in the South while he was working with Billy Carroll 
in a circus, and that an old Negro was his teacher. He sang an old song taught to him in 
turn by his grandfather, who had come from Africa, and he sang the song in the form of a 
real African chant in syncopated time and through this medium Mr. McIntyre learned that 
ragtime originated in Africa, he says. 

 
On this same subject Drury Underwood in the "Chicago Record Herald" states: 

 
"The origin of ragtime is referred to periodically by musicians as something probably 
African, but beyond analysis. Wherein they are partly right and wholly wrong. Ragtime is 
African-no probably about it-and the analysis is simple, leading facts considered. 

"Real ragtime on the piano, played in such a manner that it cannot be put in notes, 
is the contribution of the graduated negro banjo player who cannot read music."  
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"On the banjo there is a short string which is not fretted and which, consequently, 
is played open with the thumb it is frequently referred to as "the thumb string," The 
colored performer, strumming in his own cajoling way, like to throw in a note at random 
and his thumb ranges over for this effect. When he takes up the piano the desire for the 
same effect dominates him, being almost second nature, and he reached for the open 
banjo string note with his little finger.  

"Meanwhile he is keeping mechanically perfect time with his left hand. The hurdle 
with the right hand little finer throws the tune off its stride, resulting in syncopation. He is 
playing two different times at once.  

"This explanation, unsupported, is logical. Moreover, it was given to the writer by 
Ben Harney, who was the first to play Negro ragtime on the piano before polite 
audiences. Harney was frankly an expositor of Negro themes and acquired them from that 
part of the country whence came May Irwin's song about "The New Bully." He 
introduced "Mr. Johnson, Turn me Loose," along with his ragtime and a perfect 
illustration of flat-footed buck dancing through the medium of a Negro named Strap Hill. 

All of this can be traced to the New Orleans levee, where it originated, doubtless. 
It spread up the river and "The New Bully" was acquired by Miss Irwin in St. Louis. Still, 
the man with the memory will recall the first line of the refrain which ran:  

"When I walk dat levee roun', roun', roun'." 
"The sentiments of several like songs showed the life on the docks and in the 

neighboring saloon-dance halls.  
"The real buck dance, rarely seen now, is a matter of anatomy apart from flat feet. 

As a development of footwork, white men with arched feet imitate it and, curiously 
enough, the Negro dancer who dresses like a cake walker, copies the white man in doing 
it as smartly as he can. In that event the buck dance is a showing agility with a touch of 
something nearly acrobatic. Johnny Ford used to add what is called "nerve dancing," 
which is a cultivation of the main leg muscle controlling the foot. His repetition of a tap 
into a series was like an immature roll on the drum. 

"But in the original buck dance, like the 'essence' dance, the body played a 
considerable part with the grotesque movements of loose joints. These, as well as flat 
feet, are peculiar heritage of the Negro. The conspicuous white man who can do a negro 
buck dance is Fred Stone, a marvelously built athlete who can loosen his joints at will 
and did so invincibly as the Scarecrow in "The Wizard of Oz." 

"The tango, of recent favor, is a dance of the body with elementary footwork-that 
is, as first contrived. As diluted for proper presentation it became rather an amateurish 
exhibition, because its participants, if they had genuine tango anatomies, were restrained 
by their won and the public's notion of conventionality.  

"Now that the tango has departed, it may be said that while it is credited to the 
Argentine Republic, a variation of it, closely edited for northern adoption, was known as 
'the loving two-step' on the New Orleans levee, which is thus shown to have figured 
largely in inspiring popular forms of our entertainment."  

1916 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUGUST 

 
RAGTIME OUR STANDARD MUSIC - by Axel Christensen - Ragtime is now 

the accepted music of the general public. Various ragtime songs and pieces may be born 
in the fall and die an early death the following spring, but this is because we have so 
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many ragtime productions to choose from. The public is every clamoring for new 
material and as the many ragtime rhythms and styles have opened countless new 
possibilities of tone combination there is no reason why the supply of ragtime should ever 
be exhaustible. 

There are also the standard ragtime numbers that are just as popular today as 
when they were first published years ago-rags that are indeed classics in every sense of 
the word.  

"The secret of success," old Mr. Barnum, the famous circus man, used to say, "is 
to give the people what they want." 

Nearly all people, after they reach the age when they begin to form their own 
opinions and think for themselves, prefer ragtime and popular music above any other, but 
most music teachers, were slow to follow Mr. Barnum's advice in giving what was 
wanted. 

At first it was impossible to take a regular course in playing popular music, 
because no such course existed. Although the demand for just such a course was 
tremendous, no steps were taken to provide for this demand, because the musical 
profession catered to the "classic few" and ignored the fact that he people, or most of 
them, wanted ragtime. Even now, many teachers of classical music make it their business 
to condemn ragtime and popular music every chance they get.  

Thus, however, did not affect the situation in the least. You may as well try to 
drag a man by the hair to a grand opera performance, when he doesn't want to go, as to 
try and convince him that ragtime is distasteful when he knows, (and his own ears tells 
him so) that ragtime is bright, snappy and sparkling with pulsating melody. 

The field for teaching ragtime and popular music is practically unlimited. 
Thousands of music teachers existing today make their living from teaching the "one-
tenth" who favor classical music, but the other nine-tenths of the public want ragtime. 

Gradually the teaching of ragtime advanced from being an experiment to a 
flourishing and money making profession and it is safe to say that so far the immense 
field has barely been touched.  

Thousands of openings are waiting for good teachers who will teach ragtime-not 
narrow-minded persons, hampered by old-time prejudices and worn out ethics, but real, 
live, wide-awake teachers, who realize that to keep abreast of these advancing times, one 
must keep abreast and not lay back, content to live and work in the achievements of the 
past. 

We are all too busy making a living and trying to squeeze all the enjoyment we 
can out of life to spend very much time on anything that does not bring quick and 
adequate returns, either in the form of profit or pleasure. No one, who has to work for a 
living can afford to give up his hours of recreation to study music in the old way, step by 
step, unless he has a passionate love for scales and exercises. It takes too long. 

Too many teachers allow their own dislike for ragtime (which, by the way, is an 
acquired dislike, because it isn't natural) to blind their own business principles. They 
won't teach ragtime and thereby lose lots of pupils who would patronize them if they 
would modify their views. 

It isn't reasonable to expect a person who merely wants music for pleasure and 
relaxation, to continue very long at the dry, tiresome rudimentary work that is required as 
the foundation of an education in classical music. 
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You wouldn't think of building the same foundation for a pleasant little cottage 
that would be necessary for a hotel or office building; neither do you have to go through 
the same amount of rudimentary work in order to play ragtime that would be necessary 
for a thorough classical course in music. 

"Music hath charms to soothe the savage beast, to soften rocks or bend a knotted 
oak," said Congreve. While these words doubtless had their origination long before the 
advent of our popular ragtime, it seems to the writer that they can be as justly applied to 
ragtime as to any other class of music. Of course, if the statement was applied to some of 
the ragtime music, which it occasionally is our ill fortune to endure, it might be well to 
add to the above words when speaking of its 'power,' that it can wreck a freight train or 
lift a mortgage without any effort. It is, however, only the real, genuine ragtime-artistic 
syncopation-that is considered here. 

One of the most common arguments used by certain individuals against ragtime is 
that it spoils a person's time in music, or in other words, a person once having played 
ragtime is incapable of rendering other music in correct and proper time. 

On the contrary, the thorough study of the principles and construction of real 
ragtime is the greatest aid to playing correct time in any class of music that one can find, 
for in ragtime, correct time is absolutely necessary.  

In the theater a ragtime piece is always sure to awaken into life the sleepiest kind 
of an audience, and the general appreciation is easily noticed by the universal drumming 
of fingers and moving of hearts to time with the music.  

To play good ragtime and popular music, it is not necessary to know everything 
that goes to make up a thorough musical education. If your musical ambition does not go 
beyond personal enjoyment and the entertainment of your friends and the folk at home 
the greater part of the usual course of teaching can be omitted and good results obtained 
in a comparatively short time. 

A complete musical education is undoubtedly a fine thing-to those who live to 
complete it-and is well appreciated in the sphere to which it belongs, but in a crowd of 
people, made up of all classes, it will be noticed that the pianist who can effectively play 
a good ragtime selection does not need to have a pedigree extending through the high-
priced musical colleges or a lot of diplomas and medals. 

1916 - RAGTIME REVIEW - AUG. 

 
WHAT HAS 'RAGTIME' TO DO WITH "AMERICAN MUSIC?" -by Harry 

Davidson - When Henry F. Gilbert's vigorous and poetic "Comedy Overture on Negro 
Themes" was performed in New York recently, certain reviewers felt it their duty to warn 
the immediate public that they must not accept this music as true "national expression." 
One even lamented bitterly the false impression of the American character, which, he felt, 
such music, if heard on the other side, would be apt to make on the supercilious 
European. 

Mr. Gilbert is now well known on account of the originality and imagination of 
music based chiefly on folk tunes of the American soil. Perhaps the public has to a 
certain extent a wrong impression of his talent, for he has composed other music as far 
apart from his "ragtime" compositions as the Poles, and a score just completed, a prelude 
to Synge's "Riders of the Sea," for full modern orchestra, must be mentioned as one of the 
most interesting which have fallen under the writer's eyes in many months. But we are 
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now concerned with the artistic significance of Mr. Gilbert's resourceful employment of 
negro themes in those of his compositions which have so far found their way to the 
public.  

The conclusion that Negro music is not American music because it is of Negro 
origin is not necessarily a sound one. The characteristic rhythm of Negro music, in the 
first place, has been eagerly adapted by this public as a medium of popular musical 
expression, and in that light has found favor for about 25 years in America. 

Musical history offers many examples of the tonal art of one people superimposed 
upon that of another, as the music of the Moors became the music of Spain, in the natural 
course of events. When a musical manner, however exotic it may seem at first, is whole-
heatedly adopted by a people, even for the comparatively short space of time as that in 
which "ragtime" has flourished here, it is something more than a dictate of passing fancy. 
It is nearer the heart of the people than that. and it may be said that for most of us who 
listen with unprejudiced ears Mr. Gilbert has not only conducted some entertainingly 
successful experiments with "ragtime" rhythms, he has caught the note of nervousness of 
the race and, using a prevalent idiom, has expressed happily and artistically various 
phases of American atmosphere and American character.  

1916 - OPERA MAGAZINE - FEB. 

 
RAGTIME AND AMERICAN MUSIC - by Charles L. Buchanan - Art Only 

Incidentally Concerned With Nationality, and Need Not Represent a Nation's 
Characteristics - The national music fallacy has been more rife than usual during the last 
couple of months. It has been proclaimed through the medium of several excellent 
publications. We are told that the soul of the native composer is to be saved through the 
invigorating influence of ragtime, "the one true American music." And furthermore, 
"there are critics who go so far as to say that our future American symphonies and opera 
will be written in ragtime." 

Now let us purge our minds in so far as it is humanly possible of prejudice and 
preconceived points of view; let us approach this matter in an absolutely unbiased state of 
mind, and see what kind of a case these advocates of ragtime make out for themselves. 
From a recent article on the subject we quote as follows: "If any musician does not feel in 
his heart the rhythmic complexities of the 'Robert E. Lee' I should not trust him to feel in 
his heart the rhythmic complexities of Brahms." The writer here strikes twelve. We credit 
him with a hit, a palpable hit. It is undeniably true that a discriminating attitude appraises 
a thing for the inherent perfection of the thing itself. Chevalier succeeds was impeccably 
in what he sets out to do as Duse succeeds in what she sets out to do. One is as genuine 
an artist as the other. The relative importance of the thing accomplished is, of course, an 
entirely different matter. For the moment, however, let us put this point aside and admit 
that the rhythmic complexities of the 'Robert E. Lee' are very probably as sincere, as 
vital, as ingratiating as the rhythmic complexities of a Chopin mazurka. But come to 
think of it, who disputes the point? We know of no one. A few dull, impossible 
academicians might raise an issue, but such people are of no account one way or the 
other. Let us go even farther than this; we quote as follows: "It (ragtime) has carried the 
complexities of the rhythmic subdivision of the measure to a point never before reached 
in the history of music. It has established subtle conflicting rhythms to a degree never 
before attempted in any popular or folk-music and rarely enough in art-music. It has gone 
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far beyond most other popular music in the freedom of inner voices (yes, I mean 
polyphony) and of harmonic modulation." Now although we are some-what taken aback 
by the "harmonic modulation" we are nevertheless willing to admit the writer's point. We 
admit that ragtime is not only a fascinating phase of music from the standpoint of a mere 
sensuous enjoyableness, but, as well, a technical influence of inestimable significance. 

So far so good. Now if our writers on this rather facile subject of popular music 
were content to drop the matter here, to tell us what rattling good fun ragtime is and now 
much inherent, irresistible charm it possesses, we should heartily agree with them. But 
no. They are not content to allow ragtime to remain one of the influences from which a 
future American music may find its inspiration; they urge it upon us as the only influence 
capable of creating a genuine American utterance. In other words, they are prescribing a 
formula to which so occult, so indefinable a thing as music must adhere if it is to qualify 
in their estimation as a genuine American utterance. We quote as follows: "The important 
point is that ragtime whether it is to be judged good or bad is original with Americans-it 
is their own creation. And a people must do its own art-creation for the same reason that 
an individual must do his own love-making." Now we can find no particular importance 
of a constructive nature in the statement that ragtime "is original with Americans-it is 
their own creation." It seems to us that we may have as good reason to deplore this fact as 
we have to support it. And furthermore, a "people" does not create its own artist art is 
created for it by a unique thing called genius. From a poetic standpoint it is all very pretty 
to think of a people winding their common joys, fears, hopes and sorrows into beautiful 
verse and song, but, as a matter of cold fact, if art had to depend upon this sort of thing 
there would be precious little art in the world today. Art is ninety-nine times out of a 
hundred the record of one man's emotions, nothing more, nothing less. Wagner loved, 
Wagner wrote, "Tristan," and the world is richer for a supreme piece of autobiography.  

However, let us follow the advocate of the idiomatic speech to greater length. 
Take the following for example: "Conservative estimates show that there are at least 
50,000000 copies of popular music sold in this country yearly and a goodly portion of it 
is in ragtime. You may take it as certain that if many millions of people persist in liking 
something that has not been recognized by the schools, there is vitality in that thing." 
Now what is the inevitable answer to this-an answer that springs automatically into our 
consciousness? As we see it-we may be absolutely wrong; it is not easy to see clearly-the 
answer is so trite, so shiny at the elbows from much wear and tear that we hesitate to use 
it. We should say, however, that we cannot accept as significant the tastes of the majority 
in so far as art has had to contend from time immemorial against precisely this 
demoralizing and disheartening handicap. Human nature instinctively responds to the 
tawdry, the fictitious, the cheap and the easily comprehended. It is almost entirely 
deficient in discrimination. Nine hundred and ninety-nine people out of every thousand 
will invariably select the very worst picture in an exhibition for their approval. Nine 
hundred and ninety-nine people out of every thousand will prefer the winter Garden to 
Hauptmann's "Weavers." And you musicians who may seek to hobnob with democracy 
over this matter, do not forget that if we carry the vote of the majority into active service, 
we must be prepared to acknowledge "Butterfly" a greater work than "Tristan." There is, 
of course, the interesting possibility that if the 10,000,000 Americans who buy the 
50,000,000 copies of ragtime a year had as good an opportunity to hear the "Tannhauser" 
Overture or the "Ride of the Valkyries" as they have to hear the "Robert E. Lee," they 
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might grow to like it very nearly if not quite as well. Personally we do not think that they 
would. Personally, we are skeptical on the question of public taste. However, that is 
another matter. For the present let us consider the following: "The attitude toward folk-
music at the beginning of the nineteenth century was very similar. A Russian folk-song 
was no less scorned in the court of Catherine the Great than a ragtime song in our studios 
today. Yet Russian folk-song became the basis of some of the most vigorous art-music of 
the past century, and no musician speaks of it today except in terms of respect." Let us sit 
down quietly and think this over. First, are we not struck with a sense of the incongruous 
in this coupling of Russian folk-song with American ragtime? Without for a moment 
presuming to possess anything other than a merely superficial knowledge of the historical 
aspects of Russian folk music, we are yet nevertheless tempted to think of it as a thing 
come down out of the fantastic superstitions, the homely, frugal hopes and fears of a 
primitive people who had not lost touch with the purifying influences of Earth. It seems 
to us that there is an irreconcilable difference between a people's song which has grown 
out of an unsophisticated soil, and a people's song which has grown out of pavements, 
vaudevilles and cabarets. But let that pass. What we are really interested in is the 
statement that this Russian folk-song "because the basis of some of the most vigorous art-
music amount to? Coming right down to the gist of the matter, in just what does Russia's 
contribution to the world's music consist of? Glink? Moussorgsky? Borodin? Balakirev? 
Cui? etc. In other words does it consist of the contributions made to it by those men who, 
repudiating alien influences, set themselves to the task of exploiting music of the people 
for the people? At first glance you may answer affirmatively. You may advance "Boris 
Godunow" as an instance of a triumphant expression of nationalism in music. Your point 
may be well taken. Personally, we do not agree with you. We may be absolutely wrong in 
the matter, but for our part we are skeptical of the present prestige of this interesting 
work. We believe its appeal is made to one's sense of, to one's temporary interest in the 
curious and the unique. Quite frankly, is it not rather an interesting spectacle than that 
thing which an enduring art must be, a valid and a satisfying emotional appeal? Is it not, 
in the last analysis, a work of a potential greatness rather than a work of an actual 
greatness? We think it is. So far as we can see, Russia has given the world one musician 
and one musician only who is, in the last analysis, worthy to be ranked with the great 
composers of all time-Tchaikovsky; he who was censured his whole life long for his 
cosmopolitan tendencies; he whose sterling intelligence rebelled at the petty dilettantism 
exhibited by the dabblers in national color, (the Borodins, Moussorgskys etc. who could 
theorize to perfection, but who could not complete unaided ten bars of correct 
counterpoint);he who is great because his temperament was great and because an 
impeccable scholarliness allowed him to express that temperament with consummate 
accuracy; he who-to sum up-is Russia's pre-eminent composer not because of Russia but 
because of Self. And when we are told that "you cannot tell an American composer's art-
song from any mediocre art-song the world over," it occurs to us to wonder if one of the 
great songs of all time, Tchaikovsky's "Nur were die Sensucht Kennt" is any the less 
great because it is a mood and a kind of musical language common to the whole world 
and not peculiar to a locality.  

There is another aspect of the matter very little dwelt upon, but, we think, holding 
a considerable significance. What shall we say is the particular status of the musician 
who persistently relies upon material other than his? With all the best intentions in the 
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world we cannot count Mr. Percy Grainger, for example, a great creative musician on the 
strength of his "Irish Tune from County Derry." He is not in this particular instance the 
creator of a new beauty, he has merely rearranged a beauty that already existed. Nor is it 
possible to contend that a Chopin mazurka bears the unimpeachable testimony to the 
genius of Chopin that is borne by a Chopin prelude, etude, or ballade. The mazurka is a 
clever and often a very beautiful putting together of certain clearly defined national 
characteristics of a melodic and rhythmic nature; the prelude, the etude, the ballade are a 
coming into the world of a something that had not been there before, a new loveliness 
self-conceived, an emanation from that indefinable essence in man we call the spiritual. 
To compare for a moment the relative merits of a composition such as the D Minor 
Prelude, the G minor Ballade, the B minor and C sharp minor Scherzos, the F minor, C 
minor and A minor Etudes from opus 25 (compositions absolutely lacking in the faintest 
trace of national color) with a Chopin mazurka is sheer, unadulterated nonsense. From 
the standpoint of a mere loveliness, perhaps you cannot prove the mazurka any the less 
worthy. But it is fairly obvious that the amount of imagination, concentration, inventive 
genius, constructive ability, etc. displayed in the D minor Prelude, the G minor Ballade, 
etc. is incomparably superior to the amount of these qualities that is displayed in the 
mazurka. After all, the man who conceives his own theme, his own manner, and his own 
musical architecture, must be credited a more valuable contributor to the progress of his 
art than the man who, however felicitous his methods, contents himself with a mere co-
coordinating and amplifying of what others have suggested. 

One other point occurs to us; we jot it down for what it may be worth. Our writer 
from whom we quote makes the interesting observation that when you walk up and down 
the street of an American city you feel in its jerk and rattle a personality different from 
that of any European capital. "This is American. It is in our life and it helps to form our 
characters and condition our mode of action. It should have expression in art, simply 
because any people must express itself if it is to know itself. No European music can or 
possibly could express this American personality. Ragtime, I believe, does express it. It is 
today the one true American music." Setting aside the fallacy to which we have 
previously alluded-the fallacy that a people expresses itself in art-let us ask ourselves 
when and where music began to express the personality of peoples and of cities? 
Furthermore, is "jerk and rattle" all we have to offer in the way of a national personality? 
Does ragtime conclusively sum up our American temperament? Take, for example, that 
chilly, sweet, reticent, grave New England spirit that Mr. Dwight W. Tryon places so 
consummately upon canvas; take, for example, the bucolic spirit of those benign golden 
uplands, those broken, forsaken autumn lands that Mr. J. Francis Murphy paints with so 
exquisite an artistry. Will ragtime express these things? We hardly think so. Nor would 
we rely exclusively upon ragtime to furnish us with a musical delineation of that man 
who is, in the estimation of most of us, the typical American of all time-Abraham 
Lincoln. Personally, we can think of a few bars of Beethoven which might not 
inappropriately convey something to us of the cordial, frank supremacy, the earth-bigness 
of the man's soul, but somehow we do not hear this personality represented by-let us say 
the music of Mr. Irving Berlin.  

The fundamental error committed by these writers on nationality in art is the 
assumption that art expresses and must express nationality. Will they never learn that art 
is a personal not a national matter, that art is only incidentally concerned with nationality, 
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and is in no way, shape or form under obligation to represent the characteristics of a 
nation? From a psychological standpoint it may be possible to argue that the artist comes 
into the world with a prenatal accumulation of native influences and reactions back of his 
work; but to say that the supreme music of the world owes anything to or is 
representative in the slightest degree of nationality is to say something that is absolutely, 
ridiculously and demonstrably incorrect. One may-as the writer does, for example-
treasure certain instances in music of a national expression. For our part we know no 
music more wistful, endearing and inexpressibly, tenderly sad than certain moments in 
the second and last movements of Tchaikovsky's Fourth Symphony. As a matter of fact, 
there are a few bars in this Symphony which we sometimes think come closer to us than 
any other music in all Tchaikovsky. But that is not the point. Aside from your preferences 
or our preferences the indisputable fact remains that you will not find a trace of national 
color in any music that the world calls a pre-eminently great music. Furthermore the 
claim is made here that if you or ninety-nine people out of a hundred entered a concert 
hall and heard nine-tenths of the music of the world without a previous knowledge of the 
identity of the composer, you would be unable to tell whether the music was German, 
French, Russian or Esquimaux. Take any theme you choose from "Tristan" and say if you 
can that it is representatively German or that it owes anything to the influence of German 
folk-music. "Tristan" is no more representatively German than Shakespeare's "Hamlet" is 
representatively English Both are great works of art solely and simply because both are 
consummate summing up of emotions which the world retains a perpetual curiosity about 
and a large propensity for feeling. An interest in nationalism in music mostly consists in a 
perfunctory rising to one's feet when the national anthem is played. The music that is 
applauded in the concert halls of the world, the music that the world treasures in its 
memory is music that speaks of and is inspired by those two predominant incentives back 
of all art-love and grief. 
If our symphonies and our opera of the future will be written in ragtime what shall we do 
for a "Tristan" or a sixth symphony? If our future symphonies and opera are to be written 
in ragtime, our future poetry and prose will, we presume, be written in the colloquialisms 
of Mr. George M. Cohan. Is America so deficient emotionally and intellectually that 
rhythm and slang alone may express it? Or are we, perchance, on the threshold of a great 
upheaval in esthetic values? Must we abjure our belief in what we had previously 
supposed to be an essential characteristic of great art, that is shall represent a universal 
rather than a local emotion? If we are to heed these advocates of nationalism in art we 
shall rank Synge's "Playboy of the Western world" a greater conception than "Hamlet" or 
"Lear," we shall cross Byron, Shelley, Keats and Swinburne from the list of English 
poets, because they are not characteristically English, and repudiating Poe as a eligible 
factor in our literature because of his lack of a national expression, we shall enthrone Mr. 
Ade in his place. 

1917 - RAGTIME REVIEW -MARCH 

 
Ragtime is distinguished only by its rhythm. No mere rhythmic formula is capable of 
creating a tradition in music. No technical definition can enclose the ragtime tradition, or 
even its rhythmic formula. For about this tradition there have grown accretions of 
formulae, melodic, harmonic and rhythmic, which have made American ragtime distinct 
from any other popular music in the world. All these, taken together with the animating 
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spirit (how shall we describe that spirit except to call it the Rag?) Make ragtime. But the 
singer may reply that though the music be worth the experiment, the "lyrics" are 
impossible; to offer songs sung in the slang of the streets would be too much. Here I 
simply can't agree. Since when has the dialect song been ruled out of the concert hall? 
What futuristic critic has decreed that nonsense words are improper to folk-song and 
popular poetry? These lyrics are good just in so far as they are characteristic and eloquent 
of the people whom they express, and I am sure that the singer need not go far to discover 
verses that are aglow with the life and imagery of the Mississippi Negro or the Sixth 
Avenue clerk. He will find characteristic verse of a high order in The Memphis Blues or 
Roll dem Cotton Bales. But take the poetry of Sixth Avenue at its baldest; then take the 
poetry of the American "art-song" as it appears in hundreds of forms: and ask yourself 
which one a supposedly healthy people must prefer:  "How many times do I love thee, 
dear? Tell me how many thoughts there be in the atmosphere of a new-fallen year, whose 
white and sable hours appear the latest flake of Eternity; so many times do I love thee, 
dear."  With this lyric in praise of love, contrast the following, in praise of the grand 
piano:  "When a green Tetrazine starts to warble, I grow cold as an old piece of marble, I 
allude to the crude little party singer who don't know when to pause." Why should the 
self-respecting singer be ashamed to sing the dialect of Sixth Avenue any more than the 
dialect of Kipling's English Tommy? Is a dialect "literature" when its home is across the 
ocean, and "vulgarity" when its home is around the corner? The professional singer 
might, however, mistrust a ragtime programme on the score of monotony. Ragtime is, 
after all, but a single rhythm and expresses, in general, but a single mood-that of care-free 
happiness. But the monotony resides more on the surface, and in the conventional 
methods of playing ragtime, than in the literature of ragtime as the singer has it spread 
out before him. From the most furious allegro, down to the gentlest allegretto, its rhythms 
include all nuances of tempo. Among the various "blues" there are even andante 
movements, in which the rag is no more than the ripple on the surface of the placid water. 
The rag of Broadway ranges from boisterous merrymaking to insinuating sensuality, but 
the Negro has extended the rhythm to express moods of pathos and homesickness. 
Musicians have generally failed to recognize how flexible and adaptable the rag rhythm 
is. But if the singer is afraid of a monotonous effect." 

1917 - SEVEN ARTS - JULY 

 
TWO VIEWS OF RAGTIME - I . A MODEST PROPOSAL by Kelly Moderwell 

-There is a large professional class in this country devoted to the business of complaining 
that American music is given no recognition. It has been estimated that the food which 
this class consumes would support a whole arm corps in the trenches and that its hats, if 
placed end to end, would reach from the Battery to the Bronx. How accurate these 
estimates are I cannot say, but it is certain that the complaint, which was articulate ten 
years ago, has diminished not a bit up to the present day. 

It is astonishing how little imagination, how little courage, this class can show. 
They have neither a sense of advertising values nor an appreciation of musical history. 
They beg a patriotic recognition for works quite lacking in distinction, and ignore all the 
original music that exists in this country. 

Some time ago a singer (she was not of the class mentioned) asked me to suggest 
some typical American songs for her programmes. She had done valuable service in 
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introducing to American audiences the folk-music and the newer songs of Russia, and 
was going abroad to perform a reciprocal service for America. She was to appear before 
audiences quite ignorant of American music and eager for new and vivid impressions. I 
suggested a group of the best ragtime songs. She thought I was trying to be funny.  

To the professional American musicians, ragtime simply does not exist. They give 
it no more recognition than if it were the beating of tom-toms outside a side-show. Not 
recognizing its existence they cannot distinguish the better from the worse. Because most 
of the ragtime pieces they hear are feeble (As Heaven knows most American music is 
feeble) they lump the whole art in one and call it "vicious" or "Vulgar." What an 
argument they use against themselves in that word "vulgar" they never guess. It is an old 
thought to most of us that the art of the vulgus, the people, is the material for national 
expression. Dante, creating his "Divine Comedy" from the vulgar language, Balakireff 
creating a national school of music from the vulgar songs, are classic instances. The 
despised and rejected of today becomes the accepted of another generation. But even this 
analogy does not tempt the patriotic American musician to open his ears to the vulgar 
music of his land and age. Such distinguished visitors as Ernest Bloch and Percy 
Grainger are delighted and impressed by American ragtime; foreign peoples accord it a 
jolly respect. Only the native-born, foreign-educated musician scorns and deplores it. 

Admittedly the greater part of ragtime music is pretty bad. But this is only to say 
that the greater part of current production in any art is weak and inferior. The prevailing 
snap judgment concerning ragtime is false not only because it judges the whole from the 
average, but also (and more particularly) because it overlooks the peculiar qualities of the 
thing it judges. Any reviewer of music (commonly called a "critic") knows that not more 
than one-third of his business is to appraise or "criticize." The other two-thirds is to report 
and describe. If he hears a concert in which certain new and significant music is badly 
played, he does not dismiss it by saying that "yesterday's concert was a bad one." His 
"story" is in the fact that new and important music has had its first performance; the 
quality of the performance is of secondary importance. If he misses the real "story" he 
has "fallen down on his assignment." And I charge that the professional American 
musician has fallen down on his assignment in failing to recognize where the story lies in 
American popular music. He has failed to recognize that ragtime is a certain sort of 
music; he has failed to perceive what in ragtime is new, distinctive, expressive, possibly 
creative. He has judged without knowing what he is judging. Being unable to report, in 
good newspaper fashion, the elements of news in his story, he is quite unable to separate 
the better from the worse, the significant from the imitative. There is, of course, plenty of 
room for difference of opinion as to the musical value of ragtime; it may be as feeble as 
its enemies charge. But we shall not accept the judgment of one who does not know 
properly what he is judging. 

To me ragtime brings a type of musical experience which I can find in no other 
music. I find something Nietzschean in its implicit philosophy that all the world's dance. I 
love the delicacy of its inner rhythms and the largeness of its rhythmic sweeps. I like to 
think that it is the perfect expression of the American city, with its restless bustle and 
motion, its multitude of unrelated details, and its underlying rhythmic progress toward a 
vague somewhere. Its technical resourcefulness continually surprises me, and its 
melodies, at their best, delight me. The whole emotion is one of keen and carefree 
enjoyment of the present. In ragtime's own language, I find ragtime "simply grand." 
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This is the feeling of one individual-one who was educated on Haydn, Beethoven 
and Mendelssohn. It doesn't count for much as a judgment unless a great number of other 
persons, similarly educated on Haydn, Beethoven and Mendelssohn, agree. But how shall 
they agree, except they hear? How shall they feel the musical vitality of ragtime unless 
the musician separates the art from the bluster and noise that surrounds it? If I am at all 
right in my judgment, ragtime will stand the test of the concert hall. And this is just what 
I am proposing-a ragtime song recital. It is not enough to admit that ragtime is "good in 
its place." Ragtime should stand being brought out of the cafe just as well as folk music 
stands being brought out from "behind the cows." I firmly believe that a ragtime 
programme, well organized and well sung, would be delightful and stimulating to the best 
audience the community could muster. But is there enough courage in the whole singing 
profession to make the experiment? I doubt it.  

The very idea strikes terror in the average singer. To face an audience with an 
evening of trash! The average singer's mind is pigeon-holed more than that of the most 
rigid theologian. The whole of musical literature is for him divided into classifications, 
and what is not in them does not exist. The genius to trace music to its lair, to find and 
reveal, is not taught in the schools. The singer has learned how Mozart should be sung, or 
Schubert, or Strauss. He knows that ragtime sung this way would be vanity, futility. 
Therefore he cannot sing ragtime. At the most he supposes that ragtime must be sung 
with the "vaudeville technique." But no particular technique is needed. There are only 
two kinds of singing: good and bad. Ragtime must be well sung, that is all. By this I 
mean merely that the notes must be sung as they are written, with pure tones and natural 
phrasing. The singer who has the technique to do this, and the courage to attempt ragtime 
in public, will hardly fail to catch the special features of the music. But first of all he must 
treat his music with complete respect. He must accord it at least as much respect as he 
would give to any of those dreary "art-songs" that proceed by the dozen from the 
imitative pens of our recognized American composers. With a reasonable amount of 
technical equipment, courage, and seriousness, I feel that I can guarantee him a success.  

The musician will reply, with some justice, that ragtime is distinctive only in its 
rhythm, and that the melody, where it is not conventional, is banal. Certainly the average 
ragtime tune is not a thing to be heard a second time, and the best falls short of the 
rhythm in originality. But exactly the same charge could be leveled at the impressionistic 
"art songs" of the last fifteen years. Their originality has resided in the harmony of their 
accompaniments; as melody they were nearly always undistinguished. This was not 
essential to the style any more than in the case of ragtime; the voice part might well be 
better, and preferably would be. But the songs as units were beautiful and distinctive and 
as such were justified. The same can be said for the best of ragtime. Then, too, by a 
careful process of selection, the singer can discover many charming melodies. 
(Personally, I consider Irving Berlin, the most creative melodies in America today.) 
Moreover, it is not true that ragtime is distinguished only by its rhythm. No mere 
rhythmic formula is capable of creating a tradition in music. No technical definition can 
enclose the ragtime tradition, or even its rhythmic formula. For about this tradition there 
have grown accretions of formulae, melodic, harmonic and rhythmic, which have made 
American ragtime distinct from any other popular music in the world. All these, taken 
together with the animating spirit (how shall we describe that spirit except to call it the 
Rag?) make ragtime 



 68 

But the singer may reply that though the music be worth the experiment, the 
"lyrics" are impossible; to offer songs sung in the slang of the streets would be too much. 
Here I simply can't agree. Since when has the dialect song been ruled out of the concert 
hall? What futuristic critic has decreed that nonsense words are improper to folk-song 
and popular poetry? These lyrics are good just in so far as they are characteristic and 
eloquent of the people whom they express, and I am sure that the singer need not go far 
to discover verses that are aglow with the life and imagery of the Mississippi Negro or 
the Sixth Avenue clerk. He will find characteristic verse of a high order in The Memphis 

Blues or Roll dem Cotton Bales. But take the poetry of Sixth Avenue at its baldest; then 
take the poetry of the American "art-song" as it appears in hundreds of forms: and ask 
yourself which one a supposedly healthy people must prefer: 

 
"How many times do I love thee, dear? 
Tell me how many thoughts there be 
In the atmosphere of a new-fallen year, 
Whose white and sable hours appear 
The latest flake of Eternity; 
So many times do I love thee, dear." 
 
With this lyric in praise of love, contrast the following, in praise of the grand 

piano: 
 
"When a green Tetrazine starts to warble; 
I grow cold as an old piece of marble, 
I allude to the crude little party singer 
Who don't know when to pause." 
 
Why should the self-respecting singer be ashamed to sing the dialect of Sixth 

Avenue any more than the dialect of Kipling's English Tommy? Is a dialect "literature" 
when its home is across the ocean, and "vulgarity" when its home is around the corner? 

The professional singer might, however, mistrust a ragtime programme on the 
score of monotony. Ragtime is, after all, but a single rhythm and expresses, in general, 
but a single mood - that of care-free happiness. But the monotony resides more on the 
surface, and in the conventional methods of playing ragtime, than in the literature of 
ragtime as the singer has it spread out before him. From the most furious allegro, down to 
the gentlest allegretto, its rhythms include all nuances of tempo. Among the various 
"blues" there are even andante movements, in which the rag is no more than the ripple on 
the surface of the placid water. The rag of Broadway ranges from boisterous 
merrymaking to insinuating sensuality, but the Negro has extended the rhythm to express 
moods of pathos and homesickness. Musicians have generally failed to recognize how 
flexible and adaptable the rag rhythm is. But if the singer is afraid of a monotonous effect 
from a on a program composed solely of the Broadway rags, let him add a group of 
various "recital songs" in ragtime, and another of Negro spirituals representing the origin 
of the rhythm, and the American folk-song at its purest. With these groups he would have 
a programme of the utmost variety of mood and manner, representing in a single evening 
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almost the sole germinal originality in America's contribution to the musical literature of 
the world.  

Here is a specimen programme for such a recital. It has been selected almost at 
random. Better ones can doubtless be made, and many others equally good could be 
formed without duplicating a single song. Probably some re-arrangement would be 
needed in the accompaniment, since our popular songs are invariably designed for a 
moderate technical ability in the pianist. The piano parts could be amplified, varied and 
enriched without falsifying the song. Needless to say, the pianist, as well as the singer, 
would need to be an artist. 

This programme I hereby offer to any singer who has the courage to use it:  
I 
 
"Roll dem Cotton Bales"----------Johnson 
"Waiting for the Robert E. Lee"--Muir 
"The Tennessee Blues"------------Warner 
"The Memphis Blues"-------------Handy 
 
II 
 
"You May Bury Me in the East"----------Traditional 
"Bendin' Knees a-Achin'"-------------------Traditional 
"These Dead Bones Shall Rise Again"--Traditional 
"Play on Your Harp, Little Dacid" --------Traditional 
 
III 
 
"Nobody's Lookin' But the Owl and the Moon" ---Johnson 
Exhortation --------------------------------------------------Cook 
Rain Song ----------------------------------------------------Cook 
 
IV 
 
"Everybody's Ding It" -------------------Berlin 
"I Love a Piano" ---------------------------Berlin 
"When I Get Back to the U. S. A." ----Berlin 
"On the Beach at Wa-ki-ki" -------------Kern 
"Ragtime Cowboy Joe" ------------------Muir 
 

The first group comprises four characteristic songs of Negro life as picturesque 
and as beautiful as any group of Kipling Tommy songs that could be devised. It ends with 
a song which is nothing short of a masterpiece. In sheer melodic beauty, in the vividness 
of its characterization, in the deftness of its polyphony and structure, this song deserves to 
rank among the best of our time. In the second group are four songs, apparently of purely 
traditional origin, which are well-nigh equal in beauty and intensity of feeling to any 
similar group that could be put together from the folk-songs of the third group two are 
well known on the concert stage and the third must be regarded as one of the most artistic 
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"popular songs" of the last fifteen years. All three offer abundant opportunity to the 
capable singer. The last group is "pure Broadway." From the strictly musical point of 
view I should not say a great deal in their favor, though the first and the fourth are 
certainly better, less "vulgar," in melody than most of the current songs which appear on 
Aeolian Hall programmes. The third suggests an interesting side-current-ragtime 
counterpoint. The last is nothing but a trick song, musically quite negligible, but so filled 
with the energy of the American street that it fully deserves a place on an American 
programme. All the songs of the last group, I imagine, would be sung with a broad grin 
on the singer's face. There was a grin in the souls of the city folk who first gave them 
currency, and there is a grin in the spirit of this one American art which, thank Heaven, 
does not take itself too seriously. 

I feel quite convinced that a European audience would welcome this programme 
with enthusiasm. Whether Americans would take to it kindly is perhaps a matter for 
doubt. The Americans are incurable nouveaux and are perhaps ashamed to recognize their 
humble beginnings. But here and nowhere else are the beginnings of American music, if 
American music is to be anything but a pleasing reflection of Europe. Here is the only 
original and characteristic music America has produced thus far. Whether it can be made 
the basis for a national school of composition as great as the Russian I do not know. But I 
know that there will be no great American music so long as American musicians despise 
our ragtime. The very frame of mind which scorns it is sterile. When as Aeolian Hall 
public applauds this programme of ragtime, then I shall expect to hear of great American 
symphonies. 

 
II - RAGTIME and AMERICAN MUSIC by Charles L. Buchanan Perhaps the 

greatest obstacle that stands in the way of the development of a fine and equitable art 
sense is the habit common to much critical comment of attempting to supply us with 
specific explanations. Today, to a greater extent perhaps than at any time of which we 
have adequate record, art is concerned less with the significance of the thing said than 
with the method and manner of the saying. The next step is to impose upon the artist an 
arbitrary formula of the reviewer's own making. This or that system is pointed out to him 
as an infallible means of securing a commendable distinction. The one and only 
consideration of any importance whatsoever - the question as to whether the artist has 
genius or not - is obscured and forgotten. Small wonder that there has grown up in the art 
of our time an overwhelming tendency in the direction of very self-conscious, mechanical 
and premeditated forms of expression. 

The question of nationalism in music is a conspicuous case in point. Certain 
writers of an excellent integrity have attributed the obvious negligibleness of American 
music to its failure to accept and to utilize a national musical material. Taking as their 
premise the totally erroneous assumption that great art finds its inspiration in the soil of a 
nation and amongst a nation's people, they tell us that our music will never succeed in 
achieving a commendable salience and significance until it has spoken with a national 
accent and revealed through an indigenous utterance an unmistakable national character. 
One of these gentlemen has gone so far as to predict that the future American opera and 
symphony will be written in ragtime - "the one genuine American music." 

I call attention to the protuberant one-sidedness of this remarkable statement. To 
say that our future operas and symphonies will be written in ragtime is the equivalent of 
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saying that our future poetry and drama will be written in the colloquialisms of Mr. 
George M. Cohen. No disparagement is intended either to Mr. Cohen or to ragtime. Mr. 
Cohen's gifts are as vivid and vital in their way as Mr. Paderewski's are in his. An 
equitable judgment does not emphasize the one at the expense of the other; it accepts 
both for their individual inherent worth. But it does not commit the error of confusing the 
relative importance of their contribution. Unfortunately, the advocates of ragtime are not 
content to allow ragtime to remain a valuable component of a problematical future 
American music. If they were content to tell us what rattling good fun ragtime is and how 
much unique and irresistible charm it possesses, we should heartily agree with them. But 
they are not content to allow ragtime to remain one of the influences from which a future 
American music may find its inspiration' they peremptorily urge it upon us as the only 
influence capable of creating a genuine American utterance. In other words, they 
prescribe a formula to which so occult and abstract a thing as sound must adhere if it is to 
qualify in their estimation as an original and necessary musical speech. I think the 
extremity of this point of view stultifies itself and impairs the validity of its own cause. 

I have committed myself elsewhere to the direct and unequivocal statement that 
there is absolutely no trace of nationalism to be found in that kind of music that the world 
calls great music. I repeat this statement. I know of no single instance where a 
composition that is built out of national material has achieved a pre-eminent distinction. 
Take any composer you please and go over in your mind his accomplishments. Ask 
yourself what he is best known by, what has brought him his fame and his prestige. You 
need not tell me that his point of view is national, whatever his music may be, because 
that is not precisely the point. I merely ask you to take the material of any one of the 
world's great pieces of music and ask yourself whether, as sheer sound, this material is 
indicative of any national origin whatsoever. If you had no previous knowledge of the 
identity of the composer and you were to hear the prelude to Tristan or the first and last 
movements of Tchaikovsky's Sixth Symphony do you think you could tell that the one 
was German, the other Russian? Do you think you could detect the nationality of eight-
tenths of the great music of the world? Do you find any traces of "folk" in Debussy, 
Stravinsky, Loeffler, Schoenberg and Ornstein? Could you tell the nationality of any one 
of these men from the sound of their music? I am sure you could not; and for my part I 
should prefer that the question be decided from the statistical concreteness of this 
demonstration. But aside from this there are two other important aspects of the matter 
that the advocates of ragtime do not appear to have sufficiently taken into account. 

For one thing, we may well ask whether ragtime supplies us with a legitimate 
equivalent to a Russian or a German or an Irish folk tune. Is it, when we closely inspect 
the matter, the inevitable reflex of our life and character that its enthusiastic advocates 
claim it to be? Is it not possible that, for all its dynamic and compelling excellences, it 
remains, in the last analysis, a mere excrescence on the troubled surface of our national 
life? One thinks of a Russian folk-song as a thing come down out of the fantastic 
superstitions, the homely, frank, frugal hopes and fears and desires of a primitive people 
that had not lost touch with the purifying influences of earth. To me there is an 
irreconcilable difference between a people's song that has grown out of an 
unsophisticated soil, and a patois of the pavement that has grown out of vaudevilles and 
cabarets. I should no more like to think that the American temperament was conclusively 
revealed and summed-up in this musical slang than I should like to think it revealed and 
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summed-up in the vernacular of Broadway. I do not think it is. I would go elsewhere in 
my search for what I consider the essential gist and pith of this country's emotional and 
spiritual identity, and I should partially find it in the songs of Stephen Foster, an authentic 
genius if ever there was one. Here is a melodist who can hold his own in any company, 
and I like to think that the heart and backbone of this country is more accurately 
expressed in the rural, wistful lilt of this music than it is in the kind of sound that beats its 
brazen way into one's ears above the strident glare and clamor of cafes and dance-halls. 

However, I lay no particular stress on this point. I am perfectly willing to allow a 
nation that is founded upon a rather lax immigration law and very little else to seek its 
musical ancestry in a Mr. Schwartz or a Mr. Berlin. But does it ever occur to the people 
that are urging upon our musicians the very premeditated procedure of recognizing and 
utilizing ragtime that the great authentic creator supplies his own material, that, in other 
words, his worth to us is in proportion to his wealth of individual inspiration? Why, 
precisely, do we lay any particular stress upon Debussy and Ornstein? Surely the 
paramount reason is solely and simply because these men have contributed, to a greater 
extent than any of their contemporaries, to the progress of music; they have, in other 
words, supplied us with an unmistakably personal and original idiom. Now what shall we 
say is the particular status of the musician who persistently relies upon material other 
than his? With all the best intentions in the world we cannot count Mr. Percy Grainger, 
for example, a great creative musician on the strength of his Irish Tune from County 

Derry. He is not in this particular instance the creator of a new beauty, he has merely 
rearranged a beauty that already existed. Nor is it possible to contend that a Chopin 
mazurka bears the unimpeachable testimony to the genius of Chopin that is borne by a 
Chopin prelude, etude, or ballade. The mazurka is a clever and often a very beautiful 
putting together of certain clearly defined national characteristics of a melodic and 
rhythmic nature; the prelude, the etude, the ballade are a coming into the world of a 
something that had not been there before, a new loveliness self-conceived, an emanation 
from that indefinable essence in man we call the spiritual. To compare for a moment the 
relative merits of a composition such as the D Minor Prelude, the G Minor Ballade, the B 

Minor and C sharp Scherzos, the F minor, C minor and A minor Etudes, Opus 25 
(compositions absolutely lacking in the faintest trace of national color) with a Chopin 
mazurka is sheer, unadulterated nonsense. From the standpoint of a mere loveliness 
perhaps you cannot prove the mazurka any the less worthy. But it is fairly obvious that 
the amount of imagination, concentration, inventive genius, constructive ability, etc., 
displayed in the D minor Prelude, the G minor Ballade, etc., is incomparably superior to 
the amount of these qualities that is displayed in the mazurka. After all, the man who 
conceives his own theme, his own manner and his own musical architecture must be 
accredited a more valuable contributor to the progress of his art than the man who, 
however felicitous his methods, contents himself with a mere co-ordinating and 
amplifying of what others have suggested. 

Personally, I am convinced that there is something inherently deficient in the 
substance of the appeal made by idiom and vernacular. I think a conclusive proof of this 
is furnished by the preference that the highest judgments accord to music that is abstract 
in its quality and universal in its significance. If I have played Percy Grainger's Irish tune 

from county Derry for a couple of years' time I have impaired something of the charm 
that it originally held for me. Its beauty has become think tenuous, I had almost said a 
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little wearisome. But If I play the openings bars of Tristan or Tchaikovsky's Adagio 

Lamentoso I experience the full measure of that sensation of ardor mixed with awe that I 
experienced a score of years ago. I can offer no explanation of this; I merely say it is so in 
my case; it may not be so in yours. To my view, this kind of music seems a part and 
parcel of the great, immutable, mysterious balances; I believe this kind of music hints 
more acutely of and is more closely allied with the spiritual activities of the universe than 
the music of a dialect, of a given locality, of a people. 

Lest I be suspected of prejudice, one word more: I enjoy ragtime as heartily as I 
enjoy a good laugh. As a matter of fact I have so regretted the prodigality with which it is 
tossed out by our pied-pipers of the Great White Way and thrown at last into the great 
comical discard that I have for my own satisfaction jotted down records of it for many 
years back. I believe that ragtime with its subtle, interior rhythms, its slouchy hanging 
back for the infinitesimal fraction of a second on one note, its propulsive urging forward 
on another, is the ultimate medium for the expression of a certain kind of action. There 
should be no argument over the fact that it is an indispensable adjunct to the progress of 
music. But I should no sooner think of demanding that a composer seek his inspiration 
exclusively from ragtime than I should think of telling him to pattern himself exclusively 
upon Ornstein or Debussy. The two extremes are identical in their utter and very 
injurious fatuity. I would merely ask that he be himself - not ragtime or Russia or 
Debussy or anything else. For after all it seems to me that Self is what we want in an 
artist, not racial characteristics. I am for having both, if you will, in their proper 
proportion. When, in response to a rather absurd inquiry, Grainger said that he considered 
Sewanee River the most beautiful song ever written, he said something more 
commendable for its audacity than for its accuracy. How much more equitable Grainger's 
answer would have been if he had said that Sewanee River was a beautiful song, but that 
there were songs of Schumann, Schubert, Brahms, Grieg, Tchaikovsky, etc., that were 
equally beautiful in a different way. Standards may be maintained and proclaimed 
without a resource to arbitrary and artificial distinctions. For example, I would certainly 
not dismiss Carpenter's Adventures in a Perambulator, merely because it does not exploit 
a national idiom, nor would I accept certain compositions that I have in mind merely 
because they do exploit a national idiom. Borrowing from the million and more tunes of 
the last twenty years will no more infallibly confer distinction upon a man than the use of 
broken color will insure his becoming as interesting a painter as Monet. Away with these 
prescribed rules and regulations! The great American composer, if one is vouchsafed us, 
will be great for the sole and simple reason that he is a genius and not because he uses 
this, that, or any other material and mode of expression. 

 
1918 - THE NEW MUSIC REVIEW - MARCH 

 
CONCERNING RAGTIME - by Daniel Gregory Mason - In the discussions of 

"American music" that go on perennially in our newspapers and journals, now waxing in 
a burst of patriotic enthusiasm, now waning as popular attention is turned to something 
else, in war time much stimulated by an enhanced consciousness of nationality (unless 
indeed they are totally elbowed aside to make room for more "practical" subjects), a 
sharp cleavage will usually be observed between those whose interest is primarily in the 
music for itself, wherever it comes from, and those in whom artistic considerations give 
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way before patriotic ardor, and propaganda usurp the place of discrimination. One group, 
in uttering the challenging phrase. "American music," places the stress instinctively on 
the noun and regards the adjective as only a qualification; the other, in its preoccupation 
with "American," seems to take "music" rather for granted. Unfortunately the former 
group constitutes so small a minority, and expresses itself so soberly, that its wholesome 
insistence on the quality of the article itself is likely to be quite drowned out by the 
bawling of the advertisers, with their insistent slogan "Made in America." All the 
advantages of numbers, organization, and easy appeal to the man in the street are theirs. 
Even if we ignore those venal music journals which make a system of exploiting the 
patriotism of the undiscriminating for purely pecuniary purposes, there remain enough 
enthusiasts and propagandists, indisposed or unable to appraise quality for themselves, to 
create by their "booming" methods a formidable confusion in our standards of taste. 
Inasmuch, therefore, as we are condemned, for our sings, to be not only producers but 
consumers of this "American music," it behooves us to make careful inspection of the 
claims for it so extravagantly put forth, and to assure ourselves that we are getting 
something besides labels for our money. 

What, then, is the precise value we ought justly to ascribe to that word 
"American" as applied to music, and wherein have those we may call champions of the 
adjective been inclined to exaggerate it? If we analyze their attitude, we shall find them 
the prey of two fallacies which constantly falsify their conclusions, and make them 
dangerous guides for those who have at heart the real interests of music in America. The 
first of these fallacies is that which confuses quantity with quality, and supposes that 
artistic excellence can be decided by vote of the majority. The second is that which 
identifies racial character with local idioms and tricks of speech rather than with a certain 
emotional and spiritual temper. Both lead straight to the oft-repeated conclusion that 
"ragtime" is the necessary basis of our native musical art. 

Listen, for example, to one of the most persistent, courageous, and often 
interesting advocates of ragtime, Mr. H. K. Moderwell. "I can't help feeling," says Mr. 
Moderwell, "that a person who doesn't open his heart to ragtime somehow isn't human. 
Nine out of ten musicians, if caught unawares, will like this music until they remember 
that they shouldn't. What does this mean? Does it mean that ragtime is 'all very well in its 
place?' Rather that these musicians don't consider that place theirs. But that place, 
remember, is in the affections of some 10,000,000 or more Americans. Conservative 
estimates show that there are at least 50,000,000 copies of popular music sold in this 
country yearly and a goodly portion of it is in ragtime. You may take it as certain that if 
many millions of people persist in liking something that has not been recognized by the 
schools, there is vitality in chewing gum and the comic supplements. The question is, of 
course, what sort of vitality? Yet if you raise this question of quality, you are 
immediately charged with being a "highbrow," "a person," in Professor Brander 
Matthews's already classic definition, "educated beyond his intelligence,"-a charge from 
which any sane man naturally shrinks. Hence the syllogism, "The best American music is 
that which the greatest number of Americans like; the greatest number of Americans like 
ragtime; therefore ragtime is the best American music," is a strong one, which you may 
oppose only at the risk of being thought a highbrow and a snob. 

Suppose, for instance, that you really do not happen to care for chewing gum, that 
just as a matter of fact, of personal taste, and not though any principles or sense of 
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superiority to your fellows you prefer other forms of nutriment or exercise. You confess 
this peculiarity. Can you not hear the reproachful reply? "I can't help feeling that a person 
who doesn't open his heart to chewing gum somehow isn't human. Nine out of ten 
travelers on the subway, if caught unawares (with gum, let us say, disguised as bonbons) 
will like it until they remember that they shouldn't. What does this mean? Does it mean 
that chewing gum is 'all very well in its place?' Rather that these punctilious people don't 
consider that place theirs. But that place, remember, is in the affections of some 
10,000,000 or more Americans. The annual output of the chief chewing gum 
manufacturers"-etc., etc. Thus are you voted down if you happen to be in the minority. It 
does you no good to protest that you are really quite sincere and without desire to epater 
le bourgeois; that you can't help preferring Mr. Howell's novels to Mr. Robert W. 
Chamber’s, Mr. Ben Foster's landscapes to Mr. Christy's magazine girls, Mr. Irwin's 
"Nautical of a Landsman" to the comic supplements, and MacDowell's "To a Wild Rose" 
to "Everybody's Doing It." If you stray from the herd you must be sick. If you vote for the 
losers you must be a snob.  

Such charges are the more dangerous in that they sometimes contain a half-truth. 
There is a kind of person, the simon-pure snob, who casts his vote for the loser just 
because he is a loser, because he is unpopular, who prides himself on his "exclusiveness," 
"excluding himself," as Thoreau penetratively says, "from all that is worth while." His is 
a sort of inverted numericalism, based on quantity just as essentially as the crude gospel 
of the "10,000,000 or more Americans," but on quantity negative and vanishing towards 
the zero of perfect distinction. It is from his kind that are recruited the faddists, those who 
"dote on Debussy," the devotees of folk-sings not for their human beauty but as curious 
specimens, those who invent all sorts of queer connections between music and painting or 
poetry, and indeed seem to find in it anything and everything but simple human feeling. It 
is not from them that we shall get any help towards the truth about ragtime. Indeed, they 
seem because of their unsympathetic attitude toward the spirit of music-its emotional 
expression-and their preoccupation with the letter of it, to be especially susceptible to the 
second fallacy of which we spoke-that of identifying racial quality with mere idiom 
rather than with fundamental temper. 

Mr. Moderwell shall be spokesman of this view also. "You can't tell an American 
composer's 'art-song,'" he says, "From any mediocre art-song the world over. You can 
distinguish American ragtime from the popular music of any nation and any age." Let us 
agree heartily that the mediocre "art-song" (horrid name for a desolating thing) is 
probably no better and no worse in our own than in other countries. Does this not seem an 
insufficient warrant for the excellence of types of art that can be more easily told apart? 
For purposes of labeling specimens ear-marks are an advantage, but hardly for appraising 
modes of expression. If the important matter in American music is not its expression of 
the American temper, but the peculiar technical feature, the special kind of syncopation 
we call the "rag rhythm," then the important matter in Hungarian music is not its fire but 
its "sharp fourth step." Beethoven ceases to be Teutonic when he uses Irish cadences in 
his Seventh Symphony, and Chopin is Polish only in his mazurkas and polonaises. Of 
course this will not do; and Mr. Moderwell, to do him justice, after remarking that 
"ragtime is not merely syncopation-it is a certain sort of syncopation," adds "But of 
course this definition is not enough. Ragtime has its flavor that no definition can 
imprison." Our ultimate question is, then, not how many people like ragtime, or how few 
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like it, or how easily can its idiom he told from other idioms, but how expressive is it of 
the American temper, how full an artistic utterance can it give of the best and widest 
American natures? This is a question not of quantity but of quality: of the quality of 
ragtime, the quality of America, and the adequacy of the one to the other. Suppose, 
bearing in mind Mr. Moderwell's warning against snobbery, that "A Russian folk-song 
was no less scorned in the court of Catherine the Great than a ragtime song in our music 
studios to-day." We examine in some detail a typical example of ragtime such as "The 
Memphis Blues," of which he assures us that "In sheer melodic beauty, in the vividness 
of its characterization, in the deftness of its polyphony and structure, this song deserves to 
rank among the best of our time." Here are the opening strains of it.  
 

 
Approaching them with the eager expectation that such praise naturally arouses, 

can we, as candid lovers of music, find anything but bitter disappointment in their trivial, 
poverty-stricken, threadbare conventionality? How many thousand times have we heard 
that speciously cajoling descent of the first three notes, that originally piquant but now 
indescribably boresome oscillation from the tonic chord in the third measure? These are 
the common snippets and tag-ends of harmony, kicked about the very gutters, ground out 
by every hurdy-gurdy, familiarity with which breeds not affection but contempt. Their 
very surface cleverness, as of meaningless ornament, is a part of their offense. Russian 
folk-song indeed! Compare them with the simple but noble tonic, dominant, and sub-
dominant of the "Volga Boat Song" and their shoddiness stands self-revealed. And the 
Melody? Bits and snippets again, quite without character if it were not for the rhythm, 
and acquiring no momentum save in the lines "I went out a-dancin'," etc., where they 
build up well but to a climax in the return of the obvious opening strain. 

As for the rag rhythm itself, the sole distinctive feature of this music, it has 
undoubtedly something of real piquancy. The trick, it will be noted, is a syncopation of 
half-beats, arranged so as to pull bodily forward certain comparatively strong accents, 
those at the middle of the measures'-a scheme to which words as well as melody 
conform. The left hand meanwhile gives the regular metrical division of the measure, and 
a writer in the London Times, defining ragtime as "a strongly syncopated melody 
superimposed on a strictly regular accompaniment," points out that "it is the combination 
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of these two rhythms that gives 'ragtime' its character." This is perhaps not strictly true, 
since in some of the most effective bits of ragtime the metrical pulsation may give way 
momentarily to the syncopation, and everyone remembers those delightful times of 
complete silence in which the pulse is kept going mentally, to be finally confirmed by a 
crashing cadence. But it is usually the case that both time schemes, metrical and 
rhythmical, are maintained together. For this very reason we must question the contention 
of the champions of ragtime that its type of syncopation is capable of great variety, and 
even makes possible effects elsewhere unknown, a contention in support of which some 
of them have even challenged comparison of it with the rhythmic vigors of Beethoven 
and Schumann."  

The subtlety of syncopation as an artistic device results from its simultaneous 
maintenance of two time-patterns, the rhythmic and the metrical, in such a relation that 
the second and subordinate one, though never lost sight of, is never obtruded. The quasi-
mechanical pulse of the meter is the indispensable background against which only can the 
freer oscillations of the rhythm outline themselves. The moment the sense of it is lost, as 
it is sometimes lost in those over-bold passages of Schumann where a displacement is too 
emphatically made or too long continued, the charm disappears. In the following from his 
"Faschingsschwant," for  
 

 
 
instance, the interest of the rhythmic accent on beat "three" lasts only so long as we 
oppose to it mentally a regular metric accent on "one." In the continuation of the passage, 
for which the reader is referred to the original, our minds are apt to "slip a stitch," so to 
speak, letting "three" and "one" coalesce. The moment this happens the passage becomes 
commonplace. But suppose, on the other hand, in the effort to maintain our sense of the 
meter, we strike the bass notes on each "one." Now equally, or indeed more than before, 
the charm is fled, and the passage rendered stale and unprofitable, through the actual 
presentation to the ear of so mechanical a reiteration. In short, the metrical scheme has to 
be mentally maintained but actually so far as possible, eliminated. Looking back, in the 
light of these considerations, at "The Memphis Blues," we shall realize that whatever the 
pleasing eccentricity of the rhythm, so relentless a meter as we here find thumped out by 
the left hand cannot but quickly grow tiresome, as indeed it will be felt to be after a few 
repetitions. 

Reference to another well-known theme of Schumann will reveal a further 
weakness of ragtime. The second theme of the finale of his concerto for piano runs as 
follows;  
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Here the indescribably delightful effect is evidently due not only to the purely rhythmic 
syncopation, but also to the fact that on the silent strong beat of every second measure 
harmony and melody as well as rhythm are so to speak "tied up," or suspended, in such a 
way that the syncopation is at the very heart of the whole musical conception, and cannot 
be omitted without annihilating the music. Beside such essential syncopation as this the 
mere pulling forward of certain notes, as in "The Memphis Blues," is seen to be 
superficial, an arbitrary dislocation which may disguise but cannot correct the triteness of 
the real melodic line. In fact, we seem here to have tracked ragtime to its lair and 
discovered what it really is. It is no creative process, like the syncopation of the masters, 
by which are struck forth new, vigorous, and self-sufficing forms; it is a rule of thumb for 
putting a "kink" into a tune that without such specious rehabilitation would be 
unbearable. It is not a new flavor, but a kind of curry or catsup strong enough to make the 
stale old dishes palatable to unfastidious appetites. Significant is it that, as the writer in 
the Times remarks, "In American slang to 'rag' a melody is to syncopate a normally 
regular time." The "rag" idiom can thus be put on and off like a mask; and in recent years 
we have seen thus grotesquely disguised, as the Mendelssohn Wedding March, for 
instance, in "No Wedding Bells for Me," many familiar melodies. To these it can give no 
new musical lineaments, but only distorts the old ones as with St. Vitus's dance. 

Thus the technical limitations of ragtime which we have tried to analyze are seen 
to be in the last analysis the results and indices of a more fundamental shortcoming-an 
emotional superficiality and triviality peculiar to it. Ragtime is the musical expression of 
an attitude toward life only too familiar to us all, an attitude shallow, restless, avid of 
excitement, incapable of sustained attention, skimming the surface of everything, finding 
nowhere satisfaction, realization, or repose. It is a meaningless stir about, a commotion 
without purpose, an epilepsy simulating controlled muscular action. It is the musical 
counter-part of the sterile cleverness we find in so much of our contemporary 
conversation, as well as in our theater and our books. No candid observer could deny the 
prominence in our American life of this restlessness of which ragtime is one expression. 
It is undoubtedly what most strikes superficial observation. The question is whether it is 
really representative of the American temper as a whole, or is prominent only as the froth 
is prominent on a glass of beer. Mr. Moderwell thinks the former: "I like to think," He 
says, "that ragtime is the perfect expression of the American city, with its restless bustle 
and motion, its multitude of unrelated details, and its underlying rhythmic progress 
toward a vague somewhere. As you walk up and down the streets of an American city 
you feel in its jerk and rattle a personality different from that of any European capital. 
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This is American. Ragtime, I believe, expresses it. It is to-day the one true American 
music."  

To such an idolatry of precisely the most hideous, inhuman, and disheartening 
features in our national and musical life a lover of music and a lover of America can only 
reply that, first, it is possible that America lies less on the surface than we think, possible 
that it is no more adequately represented by Broadway than France is represented by the 
Parisian boulevards, or England by the London music halls; but that, second, if indeed the 
land of Lincoln and of Emerson has degenerated until nothing remains of it but "jerk and 
rattle," then we at least are free to repudiate the false patriotism of "My country, right or 
wrong," to insist that better than bad music is no music, and to let our beloved art subside 
finally under the clangor of subway gongs and automobile horns, dead but not 
dishonored.  

AUGUST - MUSICIAN 

 
A HOPEFUL VIEW OF THE RAGTIME ROLL - Something About the Music 

Side of Popular Music Roll Making, Indicating Where "Jazz" and "Rag" May Hold 
Stimulating Suggestion to More Serious Musicians BY W. L. HUBBARD - The room 
was a small one. Or at least it seemed so, for the grand piano and two uprights left little 
free space in it. The five of us assembled there were not crowded, however, for two of the 
five were seated, one at the grand and the other at one of the uprights, while the 
remaining three of us perched near by and listened.  

The two at the pianos smiled slightly now and again, and occasionally they flung 
a remark or two at each other, a remark not always wholly complimentary, and yet ever 
good natured and always taken in the comrade spirit in which it was sent. and when they 
paused between numbers or "stunts," they spoke commendation of each other in that half 
bantering, half deprecating way which the American uses when he feels most genuinely 
and estimates most highly The three who listened consisted of one who heard smilingly 
and wore on his face a certain look of ownership. He knew the pianists well; their work 
was his daily handling, for he managed the department where the products of their skill 
were sold. The second listener was no inexperienced auditor. He had done similar work 
himself and had created along the musical lines there being pursued. But his eyes 
gleamed with appreciation of what the two players were accomplishing, for he heard with 
the ears of the fellow worker who knows. The third was a greenhorn who had strayed into 
a music world comparatively unknown to him, for his business had taken him into other 
tonal fields. But he heard, marveled, felt guiltily and frankly ignorant, and rejoiced in a 
new experience. 

Paul Reese had just played and sung his "Pickaninny's Slumber Song," which is 
making its way rapidly into popular favor, and the "Charlie" Straight and Roy Bargy 
gradually "got to work." These two names may not mean anything to many of our 
readers, but to the lover of popular music, as it is made known to the world through 
record and player roll, the names are as household words, and have place among the 
biggest and best. 

These two men sat at the pianos, and for an hour played one popular success after 
another in the way in which these compositions are played in order to record them on the 
automatic roll. Shades of Godowsky and Hofmann. It is doubtful if these two master 
pianists themselves could do what Stright and Bargy did during that hour. They surely 
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couldn't without a goodly amount of hard work and long time practice. Both the 
youngsters are gifted with a technic that fears nothing, and with a musical keenness that 
acknowledges no obstacle. 

During that hour of glorified rag and jazz I heard harmonies that Debussy, 
Ornstein, Scriabin, and all moderns have used for their most extreme and daring effects, 
and they were used here not in mere hit or miss fashion, but with real musical intent and 
for actual musical purpose. There were rhythms that would puzzle the most gifted theorist 
to analyze and classify, and yet they were made to skip along in most captivating and 
seemingly natural manner. 

It had ever been a source of wonderment to me as to just how record rolls were 
made, for the notes that came forth from them could never have been compassed by any 
one set of ten fingers. Straight and Bargy showed me how it was done. They play the 
record in four hand fashion, but so cunningly is the arrangement devised that the notes 
played by the two hands of one are never duplicated by those played by the other. One of 
the men plays melody and bass on one piano, the other puts in ornamentation and 
elaboration on the second, but the melody is usually played in the higher octaves of one 
piano, with the accompaniment well down in the lower, while the ornamental parts are 
put in by the second player, using only the middle part of his instrument. Of course, the 
processes vary constantly, but there is ever this skillful avoiding of playing 
simultaneously on the same sections of the two keyboards. The result is a using of the 
whole keyboard range, yet seemingly accomplished and compassed by a single pair of 
hands. 

To watch them do it is like watching two deft jugglers whirl, toss, and keep in the 
air some fragile, shining objects. Only that in this instance these objects are tonal bubbles 
which, if they touch each other, would burst and crash into nothingness. The strange new 
harmonies flash and glitter and ting, but only for the instant. The player of good rag does 
not confine himself by these modern chords. He loves the familiar and the standard, but 
with a skill that many a "great composer might well copy he sweeps into these ultra 
harmonic effects only to swing back quickly into the well known and thoroughly 
established, thus intensifying the effect of the new and the restfulness of the old.  

And listening to this master playing of ragtime music, the thought came that by 
neglecting the studying of this department of our music life and its processes and 
activities the creator of our more serious forms of music possibly is overlooking 
something that could be of distinct value and help to him. Say what we may, the fact 
remains that the only music which is typically American is our so-called ragtime and 
jazz.  

Much of this output is now banal, crude, and hopelessly cheap, but down under all 
the mass of commonness and worthlessness that the output in it’s entirely represents, 
there are worthwhile elements which it is believed the coming American composer will 
discover and utilize. The melodies of the more extreme example of rag are often as truly 
and accurately the rhythmic and intervallic out-growth of the words of the text, as are 
those of a Strauss, a Debussy, or a Rachmaninoff. And the student of melodic creation 
could find material of profit in examination and analyzation of them, as well as in the 
skill with which this melodic line is ever kept prominent in the composition, no matter 
what the harmonic or accompanying foundation and ornamentation may be. The 
employment of daring harmonies and their skillful speedy resolution into the simpler 
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ones will also supply helpful suggestion to the man who is patient enough to study them 
and their use in ragtime. And the rhythmic variety and shift, which is the very spirit of 
good rag, is a field so rich in possibilities, already so far developed and so vitally 
essential to the discovering of the musical utterance that is to be typically American, that 
the future creator of the "big American music cannot afford to overlook it. 

There is no reason whatever why all the resources of ragtime and of jazz should 
not be utilized in symphony, in symphonic poem, in overture, in rhapsody, in opera, and 
in art song. The composer gifted with fantasy and real creative powers will find in these 
commoner materials suggestions and helps which will fire his imagination, quicken his 
inspiration, and can but result in his putting into his music the spirit which is American. 
For it is the spirit which is American that has made for us our ragtime music, and keeps it 
so vitally active. And when the man comes who, taking that spirit, can glorify it, ennoble 
it, and beautify it through his genius, that man will be the first real American composer, 
and his music will be the first true American art music the world has received.  (" I take 
my good from wherever I find it" is an axiom for the progressive thinker. Thousands of 
player pianos are making homes ring with popular music rolls, as described above. The 
good is in them. By the clear-seeing teacher they can be put on the profit side of musical 
culture. Editor)  

AUGUST - CURRENT OPINION 

 
JAZZ AND RAGTIME ARE THE PRELUDES TO A GREAT AMERICAN 

MUSIC - A transformation of musical opportunity in America is going on before our 
eyes in a very remarkable fashion. Within a generation the idea of an American's 
producing works that would be accepted for performance at the Metropolitan Opera 
House or by the Chicago Opera Company would have been ridiculed, yet of late several 
have been most successfully performed, and their success holds the promise of an 
original native American music that shall rank with that of any other country. Critics are 
not lacking whose faith in American composers is unbounded. Why? Because, as one of 
the critics, Rupert Hughes, author, playwright and musical lexicographer, tersely 
expresses it, "because we shall combine with Yankee sense our pioneer love of freedom." 
This, he goes on to say in The Etude, does not mean that we shall make incessant 
attempts to see how freakish music can be made a la Schoenberg, Ornstein et Cie, but 
"we shall make music do our bidding and make it express real messages from real 
emotions and convictions." In other words, we are to be Americans in music, as in loyalty 
and patriotism, not Americans trying to be musical echoes of Germans or Frenchmen. 
Further: 

"We shall be conventional only when it suits us to be conventional. The whole 
idea of saying to the student of Harman, for instance, 'You must not do this under any 
circumstances!' and replying to the student's 'Well, Beethoven did it!' with 'Yes, the giant 
Beethoven could do it, but you cannot'-this idea will go out of teaching practice. Suppose 
you are in a race, and someone says, 'The champion can go without shackles on his 
ankles, but you are too young and weak not to wear them,' would not this be very 
discouraging to you? For goodness' sake, if Beethoven, Bach, Brahms or Wagner have 
done a thing well and proven that it can be done, why shouldn't any student use the same 
principle? In no other art than music are there prohibitory text books which say, You 
shall not put this color beside this one. Mind you, I am not talking about the grammar of 
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the art, for every art has a certain grammatical perspective. If one sets out to write a 
sonnet he must know the laws of the sonnet; but there should be no one to tell him that if 
he does not want to write a sonnet he will have to write one anyhow. America, the land of 
liberty, will one day find a new freedom in music, and then we shall see a new and 
significant art which will contribute one more impetus to American ideals." 

As a matter of fact, we are told, American music at this moment is sweeping the 
world and its progress is due not to any artificial characteristic but to certain elemental 
melodic and rhythmic features which have given musical vitality to all who listen to 
them. John Philip Sousa, the march king, is recorded as a pioneer in finding foreign 
appreciation for Native American music. Later has come the jazz which during and since 
the war has taken Europe by storm. Challenging those of our native musicians who 
profess to scorn the jazz as fit only for the musical waste basket, Major Hughes finds 
behind it "something very wonderful which the composer with ears made in America will 
build into the master-music of tomorrow." Why applaud the Czardas, he asks pertinently 
or the dances from the Volga or the Danube and at the same time seek to repudiate a 
growing musical art springing fresh and original from our native soil? 

"Young men and women-you who would become the symphonic writers of 
tomorrow-let us suppose that you were born in Budapest instead of Keokuk, San Diego, 
Tampa, Bangor or Seattle. Being born in Budapest, you would naturally be proud of 
being a Hungarian. Would you regard the music of the gypsies with scorn just because 
they strolled through the streets in rags and dirt? Would you say that the music of the 
gypsies is fit only for the people with low and vulgar taste? If you did, you would never 
become a Brahms or a Liszt. Here we have in America something really vital in music. It 
is right before you, yet you pass it by in lofty scorn. This is not a new stand with me. It 
has been my contention for years that in ragtime the American will find his most 
distinctive rhythms-his most characteristic music."  

This champion of the jazz, which is defined as ragtime raised to the Nth power, is 
of the opinion that the change in the popular American attitude toward music, in 
regarding it as a daily spiritual need rather than a mere pastime, has been brought about 
paradoxically by the astonishing material success of not a few contemporary musicians. 
Their box-office triumphs have undoubtedly led many so-called captains of industry to 
realize that "perhaps there is something in music after all."  

MAY 6 - LITERARY DIGEST  

 
"TO JAZZ" OR "TO RAG" - Ragtime and syncopation are two words that have 

been grievously misused, says Mr. Paul Whiteman whose orchestral leadership in the 
playing of popular airs is recognized as among the foremost. "Syncopation sounds 
important," he tells us in the New York Tribune, "To gives a sense to the ignorant of 
participation in the world's scientific knowledge." But he pulls us up. 

 
"Every community has its own ragtime pets. These are the fellows that are killing 

American music and standing in the way of your development. 
"Syncopation no longer rules American music. Syncopation, of which ragtime is 

the most familiar form, as we use it in the United States, is an African inheritance. It has 
descended to us, on one hand, direct from Africa, and on the other, through Spain and 
Spanish-American civilization. 
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"Syncopation still exists in American music; in fact, you can not hear more than a 
very few bars of any popular composition without its cropping up. But to-day it is no 
longer a necessary thing. It has been retained much as an ornament. It gives to all 
American music much of its peculiar character. But if you listen close and look sharp you 
will note that few dances of to-day depend wholly on syncopation. The fox trot is being 
danced (this is in 1922) to the rhythm 1 and 2, 3, and 4, which is not syncopation. It is the 
rhythm of the old Greek poetic dactyl, older than Christianity." 

 
The "rag" and the "jazz" are different, and we're glad to be enlightened: 
 

"Strictly speaking, to rag a tune means that you destroy its rhythm and tempo and 
substitute for the one a 2-4 or 4-4 time and a syncopated rhythm. To do this properly calls 
for a good ear, a good knowledge of primitive harmony and for quite a little experience 
with a set of ulterior musical laws as scientific as those which put up a building or write a 
sonnet. You may not know their science, because only the ear may be called into play. 
But remember that when you begin to rag a tune you follow some other man's methods –  

SEPTEMBER - MELODY  

 
A DEFENSE OF JAZZ AND RAGTIME - by William J. Morgan - Numerous 

articles have appeared in various American newspapers and magazines during the past 
few months, all of them deprecating the growing tendency of jazz and deploring its 
consequent results - neglecting the classics and creating musical tastes of a low order. As 
one speaking from an unprejudiced standpoint and based only upon that which has come 
under actual observance and experience. I would like to air my impressions as to this 
state of affairs. 

We are living today in the most wonderful era of invention and progress known to 
the world since time began, and our watchwords are economy and practicability. 
Everything is now done in such manner that no lost motions are made. Results at once 
must be forthcoming, else the task is put aside as impractical, and no further 
consideration given it. Yet any thing that meets the taste of the public and warrants its 
constant approval must have some good qualities and be worthy of a little consideration, 
and such is true of jazz and ragtime. They always have met with public approval because 
they are the only forms of real American music so far evolved with which the masses are 
broadly acquainted. Our contemporaneous composers of classic forms are doing a noble 
work, of course, but the chances of their efforts reaching the populace are so slim that we 
do not have to be concerned with them for some time to come - at least not until some 
genius, some American Mozart of Beethoven, appears among us. 

The works of many of the old masters seem to have had their day as the only 
worthy music. Americans prefer something fresh and modern, something more in accord 
with the spirit of the age, and jazz is fast supplying this preference. There are still many 
among us, however, who claim to abhor jazz and any reference to popular music, this for 
no other apparent reason (though we will not all admit it) than that we are unable to 
master its intricacies and so fail to appreciate the efforts of the more fortunate. 

It has been demonstrated time and time again that strictly classical pianists are not 
practical performers. They cannot on the spur of the moment improvise an 
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accompaniment for a singer - something which almost every vaudeville, cabaret and 
movie pianist can do and do well. Even with the notes before them, classical players 
often make a dismal failure, especially when their sight-reading ability has to be brought 
into play. Their accompaniments coincide so badly with the singer or the instrumentalist 
that their efforts at accompanying are ludicrous even to the unlearned. These classical 
pianists are well aware of their failing, yet point to it with pride rather than admit it as 
failure and make no effort to improve. 

Most classical players adhere too strictly to traditions and so fail to meet 
innovations in playing that have been introduced in the present age, but if they would 
devote more time to ear-training and observe the playing of good motion picture players 
their own playing might come more into public favor. Our new type of American music 
and musicians is no some thing for which to be apologetic. Rather is to an 
accomplishment of which to be proud as being typical of our swift, alert race that is 
unequaled by any other nationality. 

Then again we have those who claim that ragtime playing is injurious to one's 
ability to play classic-music. But where of do they speak and what reasons have they for 
making such absurd claims? If they answered the question frankly they would say "no 
reasons." It is simply a false idea they have gained from others, the fallacy of which they 
never have taken time to investigate. I maintain that real ragtime is rhythmical, 
harmonious and full of "Pep," the last named quality having become so imperative in all 
other lines of endeavor that there is no reason why we should not include it in our music. 

The real ragtime pianist is a composer as well as performer. That is, he can take a 
tune and reharmonize it if necessary, judiciously introduce innovations, alter the rhythm, 
and devise a bass that will make the composition alive and pulsating, and so obtain the 
public approval. After all, our efforts must be directed towards pleasing the public at 
large, and even at its best classical music becomes dull, slow-moving and monotonous if 
heard too frequently. Its appeal is only to the minority, and with it only an exceptionally 
brilliant performer can make an impression. 

On the other hand, jazz predominates at the theatre, at the seashore, at the 
mountains - in fact, at every place where music is played ragtime is used today almost 
exclusively as appealing to the popular taste. This test of its supreme popularity, together 
with the sound musicianship necessary to a good performer, should convince the most 
skeptical that ragtime is the real American music. Its playing cannot in any way injure the 
qualities necessary to classical performance but rather tends to broaden and make more 
wonderful the rendition of the older forms. 

The big attraction in jazz, and that which enabled this form of music to attain its 
present high popularity, is the comparative ease with which it is mastered. Once a 
mastery of its essentials is obtained new ideas awaken, and in a comparatively short time 
the performer can do credit to himself wherever he appears. After listening to "The 
Sheik" of Snyder, or to "Everybody Step" by Irving Berlin, I cannot refrain from saying 
that such melodies which are giving pleasure to millions are the real tunes for Americans. 
On with the Jazz! 

Possibly, the writer concludes, one of the reasons why music has earned the 
reputation for being a poorly paid profession (despite an occasional Paderewski, Caruso 
or McCormack) is that, for the most part, the thousands of teachers of music scattered 
over the country who do not receive nearly so much for their services as they should are 
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people of education and entitled to social standing and recognition in their communities. 
If they did not have this social standing by common consent, and only a few stars were 
observed twinkling, the great fortunes earned by men in the profession would be more 
conspicuous. As it is: 

"The average father knows that if the son works as hard in music as he might in 
business, and if he elects to do the profitable as well as the artistic things, he stands a 
chance at becoming a man with an income which few financiers would despise. If he is a 
composer of successful compositions and receives adequate royalties upon the 
mechanical rights of his works his annual income under very favorable circumstances 
need not drop below the five figures of the rich man of fiction. Indeed, there have been 
cases of musicians whose incomes have not only run into the hundred thousands, but who 
have been compelled to make income tax returns large enough to irritate a real Croesus! 
But, you say, there are only a few Carusos, McCormacks and Paderewski. True, but in 
proportion to the size of every industry there are only a very few men with enormous 
incomes equal to these men. There are men like Irving Berlin and George M. Cohan, 
whose incomes from popular successes have been enormous. As in everything else, we 
must have music to suit the oatmeal taste as well as the Pate de foie gras appetite."  

MARCH 10 - MUSICAL AMERICA 

 
DUCASSE USES RAGTIME IN NEW TONE POEM. PARIS, March 3. - 

Among the dozens of new orchestral compositions which have had first performances 
here in the last three months, none has aroused greater interest than "Epithalame," a new 
tone poem by Roger-Ducasse, who had been silent for some time. It is the work of a 
composer who has a sound academic background and who has fearlessly taken ragtime 
rhythms and put them to his own uses with a sure hand. Not once does a fox-trot or a 
cakewalk escape from Ducasse and divert the tone of the composition from that of 
serious music to the jiggy banalities of a music hall. It is evidence of the valuable use to 
which the European craze for jazz may be put and it leads one to believe that after all jazz 
may go down in the history of music as a real and lasting phase. 
The tone poem opens with a short Adagio indicating a marriage fete, and passes quickly 
into a stirring cakewalk. Successively the poem includes a fox trot, a tango and then more 
conventional movements indicating nightfall and the departure of the bridal couple. The 
composition is dedicated to Mrs. Margaret Damrosch Finletter, daughter of Walter 
Damrosch. It was conducted in admirable style by Gabriel Pierne. 

FEBRUARY - ARTS AND DECORATION 

 
THE NATIONAL MUSIC FALLACY - IS AMERICAN MUSIC TO REST ON 

A FOUNDATION OF RAGTIME AND JAZZ - by Charles L. Buchanan. Possibly, the 
most peculiar and arresting phenomenon that the heterogeneous art activities of this 
country have brought forth is the wide-spread idea, amounting almost to an obsession, 
that American painting and music must create and express themselves exclusively 
through the medium of an unmistakably national idiom. For some years now, with 
something of the exasperating inveteracy of the influenza bacilli, sporadic attempts to 
prescribe a formula by means of which the American composer may achieve a distinct 
national style have been imposed upon us by well meaning but fallacious theorists. No 
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one, apparently, stops for a moment to ask whether there is or is not any such thing as 
nationalism in art, and whether it is possible to impose any formula upon the artist 
without running the risk of distracting and deflecting the genuine development of his 
talent. Recently, that accomplished and unconventional singer, Eva Gauthier, was 
prevailed upon to place a number of ragtime songs upon the program of her Aeolian Hall 
recital, and announcement is made that a concert devoted entirely to jazz will be given at 
Aeolian Hall during the month of February. 

I do not know exactly who it was that started the ball rolling, so to speak, but it 
may be remembered that Mr. Hiram Kelly Moderwell, writing some years ago in the 
Seven Arts Magazine, advocated the utilization of the ragtime song as a basis for the 
American music of the future. Mr. Moderwell, at that time, prescribed a list of ragtime 
songs that would, in his opinion, be effective and eventful if sung in the concert hall; and 
predicted that the future American symphony and sonata would be written in ragtime. 
Some months previous to the publication of Mr. Moderwell's article, the present writer 
had written in the pages of the unfortunate and deserving Opera Magazine, a fantastic, 
frankly sentimental, but quite sincere rhapsody on the merits and the pathos of the 
popular tune. Certain of the more radical of our reviewers have added fuel to the fire 
during the last year or so; and, in short, it looks as though we may eventually be brought 
face to face with the accomplishment of Mr. Moderwell's adumbration, and finds the 
American composer building his symphony upon the raucous exuberances of "Bananas," 
or "Alexander's Ragtime Band." 

Now the curious and discrepant part of all this agitation for nationalism in 
American music is the incontrovertible fact that nationalism is an almost non-existent 
factor in music. I do not wish to sound didactic; but there is the fact, and one simply 
cannot get away from it. We are confronted by one of the strangest situations of which 
there is record in the entire history of art. The American artist-musician and painter both, 
for that matter-are taken to task for not having achieved an unmistakable national 
expression. "You cannot tell an American composer's 'art' song from the 'art' song of any 
other country," says one of our critics. Well, let us take Tchaikovsky's world famous 
song, "Nur wer die Sehnsucht Kennt," in my opinion one of the greatest songs ever 
written. No doubt the intensity of the mood is partly Russian (although it is obvious that 
intensity of mood is not peculiar to any given locality), but in so far as the music, as sheer 
sound goes, there is no earthly reason why this song might not have been composed by 
Schumann or Brahms. And yet this does nor take away from the intrinsic greatness of this 
song. No one rearing this song cares in the least about the matter of its nationality; the 
only thing that counts is the fact that it is a great song. If a Russian can write one of the 
world's greatest songs in an idiom that is no more Russian than it is German, why is the 
American composer denied an equal latitude in his choice of a medium for musical 
expression, and restricted to the stultifying limitations of a vernacular? Or, in other 
words, why do we demand that the American composer shall express himself through an 
indigenous musical speech, when we are perfectly willing to accept, without question, the 
sophisticated and utterly cosmopolitan fabrication of Schoenberg, Ornstein, Scriabin or 
Stravinsky? 

 In so far as anything may be demonstrated in so vague and intangible a matter as 
art, it would appear that no great artistic utterance has ever been given to the world 
thorough the medium of a vernacular. I have said elsewhere, and I repeat, that there is 
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absolutely no trace of nationalism to be found in that kind of music that is, by consensus 
of the best opinion, accepted as great music. I know of no single instance where a 
composition that is built out of national material has attained a pre-eminent distinction. 
This statement may seem excessive at first blush, but think it over before disputing it. 
Take any composer you please, and go over in your mind his salient accomplishments. 
Ask yourself by what work is he best known; what work has brought him his fame and 
prestige. In other words, take any one of the world's great pieces of music, and ask 
yourself whether, as sheer sound, this music is indicative of any national origin 
whatsoever. Suppose you did not know that Beethoven and Wagner were German, that 
Tchaikovsky was a Russian, that Chopin was a Pole, and then suppose you were told to 
detect their respective nationalities from the opening bars of the Fifth Symphony, in the 
case of Beethoven, the "Tristan" Prelude in the case of Wagner, the Adagio Lamentoso in 
the case of Tchaikovsky, the great C minor Etude, Opus 25, in the case of Chopin. Do 
you think you could do this? Do you think you could place the nationality of Schoenberg, 
Ornstein, Casella, Malipiero, Delius, Holst? The odds would be about fifty to one against 
you. And yet in the face of this incontrovertible and demonstrable fact, we are told that 
the American composer must base his music upon Negro or Indian themes, or upon 
ragtime and jazz. 

"There is no such thing as map music," James Huneker once said; "there is only 
good music and bad music." And of course you remember that whistler told an amazed 
and incredulous world that one might as well speak of national mathematics as of 
national art. There is no getting around it. As art tends towards the expression of the 
merely local and topical, it loses in quality and durability. A musical dialect, so to speak, 
such as we find in Dvorak's "New World" Symphony, eight-tenths of Grieg, and many of 
Percy Grainger's adroit and delightful appropriations, may charm us to the nth degree 
upon occasions, but the fact remains that never by any means can we think of this sort of 
music as great music. There is something inherently infirm in the appeal of idiom, and 
where the use of it becomes a mannerism, art stultifies itself. I have never understood, 
and I shall never be able to understand how anyone can be so blind to the plain common 
sense facts of the history of art as to counsel any artists to restrict themselves to a 
particular art formula. It would seem to me just as absurd for America to deny to her 
composers the advantages accruing to them from the eventful harmonic experimentations 
of Stravinksy, Ravel and the rest of the moderns, as it would be for the American 
Academy of medicine to bar the use of some newly discovered  prophylactic on the 
charge that it was of foreign origin. A contribution once made to the world language of 
music can no more be ignored than we can ignore the alphabet. Just as the C major scale 
is no more the exclusive property of Bach and Beethoven than it is to Strauss and 
Wagner, so the accumulated musical idioms and traditions of the past will be drawn 
upon, with individual amplifications or modifications, as the case may be, by the 
American composer of the future. Out of this material he will, no doubt, if he be worth 
his salt, shape an individual and progressive utterance; but to prescribe that the American 
composer renounce the heritage of four hundred years of musical development, and 
occupy himself exclusively with a crude and illiterate slanginess of musical utterance is 
disaster breeding nonsense. Aclique of Russian composers tried this sort of thing some 
thirty or forty years ago; and of that group only one survives today-Moussorgsky. 
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The fundamental mistake made by the champion of nationalism in art is the 
mistake of forgetting or of failing to appreciate the fact that art is the expression of an 
individual, not of a union. We prize the artist in proportion as he brings a new and 
startlingly lovely beauty into the world. Hearing Chopin, Wagner, Tchaikovsky, Debussy 
one does not say here is France, Russia, Poland, Germany; one is entranced by a 
miraculous blend of a familiar loveliness with a new and magical something or other that 
is, after all, the essential part of the whole matter. The quality of this kind of musical 
speech is as superior to the quality of a musical dialect as the prose of Pater is superior to 
the succinct vernacular of a baseball reporter. The idea that music comes from a people is 
one of the most monstrous misapprehensions in the entire history of art. Music-that is to 
say the great music of the world-is not a collective speech; it is the God-given utterance 
of the unique genius; and it invariably tends to overlap national boundary lines. True, it is 
just possible to advance one objection. It is plausible to contend that none but a 
Frenchman could have conceived and executed the "Afternoon of a Faun," and that none 
but a Russian could have conceived and executed the "Pathetic" Symphony. But that is 
not precisely the point. I am not concerned with the state or attitude of mind back of the 
music, but with music as sheer sound; and from this angle, there is no existing example of 
a great piece of music that bears unmistakable evidence of any national origin 
whatsoever. 

Moussorgsky is credited with having said: "The people are the creators; we are 
only the arrangers." The saying, whether authentic or not, is a self-evident perversion of 
the facts of the entire history of music. We hear much careless talk of folks tunes; and it 
is to be presumed that those persons that are urging us to utilize ragtime and jazz as a 
basis for a national music have this fallacious idea of "folk" in the back of their minds. As 
a matter of fact, there is no such thing, strictly speaking, as folk music. We speak of folk 
music as though it were a sort of community affair, created and indulged in en masse. 
This is patent nonsense. Just as the songs of Stephen Foster, such as "Camptown Races" 
and "Sawanee River," which seem to be part of the common consciousness, were the 
work of one man, so "folk" music is, in the last analysis, merely the anonymous remnants 
of the immemorial music of the individual.  

However parochial a composer may be in his beginnings, it is only in proportion 
to the degree with which he grows to express himself eclectically and universally that he 
achieves greatness. Were this not so-and a moment's reflection will show us that it is so-
we should be compelled to place Tchaikovsky's blatant 1812 Overture higher than his 
sixth Symphony. We should be compelled to place the Chopin mazurkas above the 
Etudes, Scherzi and Ballades. We should be compelled to place the national rowdyisms 
of the early Verdi above those sterling and incomparable achievements, "Aida," "Othello" 
and "Falstaff." We should be compelled to dismiss Cesar Franck (as Debussy, I believe, 
very absurdly did) on the ground of his obvious predilections for the transcendent 
Richard Wagner. And, to cap the climax, we should certainly rule "Tristan" out of court; 
for this score is the most sophisticated and cosmopolitan score that its superlative creator 
ever penned. I could show you a passage in it that Chaminade might have written. 

In conclusion, it is necessary that I intrude a bit of autobiography, lest I be 
suspected of prejudice. I enjoy ragtime and jazz as heartily as I enjoy a good laugh. In 
fact, I should be willing to wager my life that no one enjoys every phase of music more 
than I do. I love the popular tone. Absurd as it may sound to some, I find more of the (to 
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me) essential spirit of England in "The Mikado," "The Geisha," or "Florodora" than in 
Elgar, Holst, Scott, or Vaughan Williams. I honestly believe that the person that would 
turn up his nose at the popular tune would be incapable of appreciating the exacerbated 
pith and gist of the last act of "Tristan." I have preached catholicity of taste all my life. 
But when a person tells us that ragtime and jazz are the only genuine American music, 
and that our future symphonies and sonatas must be written in this idiom, it is going a bit 
too far. One might as well say that the vernacular of Mr. George Cohan or Mr. Goldberg 
is the only genuine American language, and that our future poetry and drama must be 
written in slang. It is a grotesque absurdity to think that the infinite complexity of human 
emotion-and that is what the essential music of the world is an expression of-could be 
expressed through the stutterings of a musical dialect.  
There are a million phases of human emotion that could no more be expressed through 
the medium of ragtime and jazz than a frank, energetic, objective point of view could be 
expressed through the medium of the whole tone scale. If the present jazz mania is 
exalted into a fetish by our clever but somewhat half-baked intelligentia and the 
professional modernist, there is no telling where we shall end up, and it is certain that the 
musical development of this country will be incalculably handicapped. One may 
confidently predict that the great American composer of the future, is one is vouchsafed, 
will not dissipate his strength in futile preoccupation with this, that or any other 
prescribed form of musical expression, but will strive merely to develop that kind of 
precious synthesis which combines an individual utilization of the best that the past has to 
give us, with the superadded flavor of the unique personality. 

JULY - METRONOME 

 
THE ORIGIN OF RAGTIME - Fred Stone Credits Ernest Hogan With Starting 

Jazz. Where and when did jazz start? Fred Stone, star of "Stepping Stones," traces it back 
to a ragtime song called "The Pasmala," written by a Negro actor, Ernest Hogan, in the 
nineties. 

"I can't remember where I first heard "The Pasmala,' " said Mr. Stone, in his 
dressing room at the Glove Theatre in New York, after he had finished humming the 
music from a tattered old page of manuscript.” The name is a corruption of the French 
terms 'pas a mele,' which means 'a mixed step.' That is exactly what it was - a step 
generally done backward, the dancer, with his knees bent, dragging one foot back to the 
other to broken time; a short unaccented beat before a long accented one, the same 
principle now used in jazz and known as syncopation. 

"I first heard ragtime in New Orleans about 1895, continued the dancing actor.”It 
was in a cafe, and there was a little Negro at the piano. He would play one of the standard 
songs of the day, such as 'Mary and John,' and then he would announce: 'Hewre's the new 
music, the way us plays it,' and he would break into ragtime. I'll never forget the way that 
Negro chased himself up and down the keyboard of that piano. He was doing, or trying to 
do, everything that the eccentric jazz orchestra did three or four years ago. 

"Ben Harney, a white man who had a fine Negro shouting voice, probably did 
more to popularize ragtime than any other person. Harney, who was playing in 
Louisville, heard the new music, and he grew so adept at it that he came to New York and 
appeared in the Webber & Fields Music Hall. Of course, ragtime may have started here 
before; there were numbers of wandering musicians playing in saloons and cafes in those 
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days; but credit is due him because he played in a first-class theatre before any other 
ragtime exponent. 

"The main thing that ragtime music accomplished has been overlooked. That is 
that it developed stage dancing. The period was particular for eccentric and comedy 
dancing, and it was not long before there were great changes as the dancers began to fit 
their steps into the new time. First a performer would work out a routine in the new time 
and, as an excuse to do it, he would give it a fanciful name. Then he would think of 
another step or see some one else do a step, and he would put together all he had learned 
into a routine of his own. The names were all recognized by dancers; you could ask a 
dancer to do 'The Black Annie,' for instance, and he would know exactly what you were 
talking about. 

"Whenever the talk turns to American music and American dancing, I always 
wonder if there is any music or dancing more thoroughly American than syncopation and 
what we at first called ragtime. I do not pretend to say that this music originally was 
anything but what it was - the creation of illiterates. But it was spontaneous, and as 
thoroughly original, though in another mood, as the so-called songs of the South which 
might have been inspired by Negro chants. 

SEPTEMBER 1 - MUSICAL TIMES 

 
RAGTIME by Harry Farjeon. - I am not one of those who naturally delight in 

Rag-time. But this for myself I can say; I am coming to be able (sometimes) not to be 
unduly conscious of it. In the first blush of its youth _____but no! Rag-time never 
blushed. It was I that blushed, that memorable evening in Massachusetts, when first burst 
upon my scholastic ear those distortions which have spiced syncopation out of its original 
purity. (O thou Fourth Species, was it for such end thou wert designed and destined?)  
That music should have come to this! But music alone would not have come to this. It is 
verbal accentuation thrust willy-nilly into an opposing musical scheme that gives rag-
time its true atmosphere; or, more precisely, it is an incorrect relation between the 
pronunciation and the time signature. In Massachusetts this consoling reflection did not 
present itself, but the analyst in me has since been freed from that momentary paralysis. 
To offer an example: 

 

 
 
Were the above phrase instrumental there would be no suspicion of a triplet. The 

quaver C in bar two would bear a slightly stronger accent than would the quaver D. But 
the first three syllables of the words 'walking along' fall naturally into triplet rhythm, the 
syllable 'long' demanding an accent. And thus the negro would sing it, obtaining a triplet 
effect lasting not (as is usual) one beat, but a beat and a half, and following this by a 
strong-accent note which really occurs on the second half of the second beat. He does 
justice to the words by imposing their sway upon the notes regales of the time-signature. 
The relationship between the two thus enforced produces an effect not only new in folk-
song, but different from the syncopations which have hitherto obtained in any form of 
music. 
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Now, it must not be thought that Sambo, in his academic enslavement by metrical 
purity, has found the only way out of the difficulty. He might have chanted of his 
peregrinations thus: 

 

 
      or thus:      

 

 
 
The third version would, indeed, indulge his idiosyncrasy to limited extent, for a 

mild syncopation exists in the dotted minim. But how savourless this compared with the 
quaver tied to the minim boasted by Ex. 1! And how bumdrum this triplet, fitted to its 
appointed place, beside that other, sprawling over a beat and a half! It is such subtle 
distinctions as those between the first and third versions that make the true character of 
rag-time and embody its one claim to be a contributor to art. And, naturally, the 
innovation thus initiated has spread from vocal to instrumental music, and one can now 
perceive the raison d'etre of similar effects which have never been wedded to words. 

A few sentences back I referred to folk-song. It is as the most prominent modern 
example of this ancient method of expression that rag-time chiefly merits critical 
attention. What is there in folk-song besides rhythm? Melody and the suggestion of 
harmony. I say 'the suggestion,' because such songs exist as independent tunes; there is 
no folk-song that does not bear being given without accompaniment. Now, the popular 
music of our hoary past sprang into being in the times when harmonic understanding was 
either non-existent, rudimentary, or limited; but the feeling for harmony has for some 
centuries been so dominant in the European that we may take it that there have survived 
only those tunes which conform to the harmonic schemes latterly in vogue. In other 
words, those airs which can be naturally harmonized by our major or minor scale, or by 
such forms of the old modes as are used in Church, remain appreciated as tunes; while 
those whose appeal was merely melodic became, as the harmonic instinct developed, 
meaningless jargon, and so passed into oblivion. I have in my possession Serbian and 
Indian melodies transcribed by personal friends. In Serbia the peasants play and sing in 
parts, and their melodies are full of harmonic implication; they would not be tolerated 
else. The Indian tunes, on the other hand, stand or fail by their melodic quality alone, for 
the Indians have neither understanding of harmony nor any desire for it. Among these 
traditional airs a few, however, are in our major scale, which is merely one of the 
seventy-two modes used in Southern India. Should musical development in the East in 
the course of time follow normally the same order as it has with us (a most unlikely 
contingency), it is certain that such of this inheritance as did not comply with the needs of 
the new education would be discarded as 'queer,' and, unless noted down in time, would 
be lost. The major tunes would remain, just as have with us those major, minor, or 
Church-modal. 
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Now, the Negro is a modernized savage. As a primitive he is under the necessity 
of finding his own melody; as a man of to-day he has a whole ready-made system of 
harmony at his command. What does he do? How many harmonies does he add to those 
suggested by the ordinary European folk-tune? One. It is true that he will decorate it with 
all sorts of modern frills; augmented triads, consecutive fifths and sevenths, and so on - 
but these are exuberance and excrescence only, in many cases being due to the 
irrepressibility of that enfant terrible, the saxophone. They are not essential to the 
comprehension of the tune itself. For such comprehension, however, one new chord must 
be bred in the ear. And the exciting fact about this chord is that it is the very one it 
scientifically should be. The three-root system underlying chromatic harmony, as 
advanced by Day and Macfarren, is subjected to fashionable bombardment nowadays; but 
this is because of its inadequacy to deal with the modern situation, not for its lack of 
success in solving the problems of classical times. It is attacked as are other 19th century 
ideals; Capitalism, Church Religion, national patriotism. Whatever its shortcomings, it 
does provide an efficient explanation of the growth of the chromatic tree, the first 
coloured foliage of which is what we name the Supertonic chromatic chord. In the key of 
C: 

 

 
 
This supertonic chromatic is precisely the first chord to be borrowed, for the 

purposes of its melody, by modern folk-song. Just as this coloured growth arose in the 
classical forest, so it arises in the popular cottage garden. Negro tunes are not based on 
augmented or Neapolitan sixths; such vegetation is too tropical for ready understanding. 
But with the appreciation of hues other than plain diatonic green and brown induced by 
excursions into our classical and now well-varied forest, has come the desire for similar 
effects nearer home, and instinctively the Negro has selected the first of them - the most 
natural. And, in love with his discovery, he works it to death. Rag-time after rag-time is 
based on just this harmonic scheme and little else: 

 

 
 

(The 'walking-along' example begins in this way.) 
To write a real rag-time you need to do three things; borrow the harmony; concoct 

the melody; invent the rhythm. You may as well, while you are about it, borrow the 
above harmony. It is common property. To use it is not dishonest, though neither is it 
clever. Upon the frame-work thus provided, you concoct your tune. The invention comes 
along with the rhythm, and it is originality in this that gives to some rag-times (such as 
'Stumbling') their spice of value. It is a good plan, indeed, to invent the rhythm first. That 
achieved, the creative part of the work is done, and it is by simple stages that you reach 
the position of sitting in an arm-chair and scooping in the royalties. 

This, of course, is a conscious process with an explainable technique. As such it 
becomes, to a degree however small, art-form rather than folk-form - art-form built upon 
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folk-form, as is the natural chronology. The Negro 'Spirituals' and the earlier examples of 
the dance-rags are the true popular expression, which has been taken as the basis of to-
day's slightly more sophisticated ballroom fox-trot. How different a development from 
that desired by Dvorak when he wrote the 'New World' Symphony and the 'Nigger" 
Quartet to point the way for American composers! The Old World sent the New World 
one of its famous men, to act as father to a childhood eager for self-expression. And this 
eastern sage said, wisely and well: Your strength lies in the simple forms of native art. 
Let great trees spring from the seeds of your own song. You are British, French, Dutch; 
the folk-lore of these races has brown to art among you European ancestors. You are also 
Negro, and as such have a vegetation not yet cultivated and one we had not touched. 
Cultivate it. 

And, skillful gardener that he was, he showed them the way. He entered into the 
spirit of the Negro tunes, gathered from that spirit what was beautiful, and wrote the 'New 
World' Symphony and a couple of works for strings. Then he vanished into the dim East 
and left the spell to work. 

And the spell did not work. The wise man may detect the key that will unlock the 
future: he cannot ordain what is to be found on the other side of the door. 

The New World, in course of time, sent its first-fruits to the Old World. And the 
Old World thronged to the mart and eagerly tasted. Wry indeed were the faces made by 
those who were kith and kin to our Eastern sage; and joyous the chuckles, amazing the 
capers of those equally eastern but less sagacious! 
And perhaps the wise were right. Still, rag-time was a growth from the seed selected by 
Dvorak; the 'New World' Symphony is a sample of what might have come if all forms of 
growth followed the same model. But each form of seed will find its own form of growth, 
if it is to thrive at all, for all the sighing of those who would wish every parsnip to be a 
peach. 

FEBRUARY (1925) - SCHRIBNER 

 
RAGTIME, JAZZ, AND HIGH ART by W. J. Henderson. - What is ragtime?  

What is jazz? And whence and whither? Ragtime is no longer mentioned. "Jazz" has lost 
its original meaning. Paul Whiteman, artist in popular music, protests against calling the 
prevailing species of dance-songs jazz. But no matter what we choose to call our popular 
music, it is sui generis. We should not apologize for it. "A poor thing, but mine own," 
mumbled the shamefaced Touchstone. Yet, barring her inability to babble like her chosen 
lord and master, Audrey was probably quite as valuable a member of the human race as 
the fool in the forest. Perhaps her price was not above rubies, but she was at least worthy 
of the respect of a Touchstone. 

Now, as for what is at present called jazz, we Americans have no need to 
whimper "a poor thing, but mine own." It is our own, but if it is a poor thing then we are 
poor things too, for it represents us with uncanny fidelity. What else musical have we 
created? The melancholy echoes of dissenters' chapels composed by Hopkins or the 
solemn platitudes of Lower Mason? Was there a rural church in all Britain from which 
these might not have emerged? Or shall we pin our faith on the "Hora Novissima" of 
Horatio Parker, breathing the blessed spirit of the venerable festival of the Three Choirs, 
or the "Pagan Poem" of Charles Martin Loeffler, trumpeting classic memories of Lutetia 
in the language of all Gaul? 
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We refrain. We hesitate and are lost in the mists of speculation. For if we 
searchingly review the history of our musical rise and progress we arrive at the 
inescapable conclusion that we have assimilated the arts of all the nations of earth and 
made none of our own. History is tiresome even to people who do not share the skeptical 
views of Henry Ford as to its value; but we must refer to it in order to declare that it 
denudes us of all garments of musical glory. Up to the beginning of the nineteenth 
century we produced nothing which still moves before us. When the little group of New 
Englanders, our first modern composers, began its activities, the ears of all musical 
students were turned toward Europe, and they are still strained to the sound-waves from 
the east. The nations of Europe were not only nations, but peoples. They had the racial 
and characteristic backgrounds essential to the creation of their own types of art. They 
had folk-music foundations and long and painfully developed schemes of artistic musical 
architecture. Our would-be Mozarts and Schuberts had nothing national to build upon. 
We were a nation, but not a people. The melting-pot was seething and boiling with 
ingredients from the icy mountains and the coral strands. When we made a play it was 
patterned after Farquhar or Sheridan. When we painted a portrait we fixed out reverent 
gaze on Sir Joshua. When we fashioned a public building we bowed before the shrines of 
Wren and Gibbs. 

Our students of music were nevertheless profoundly ignorant of the existence of 
the musical treasures of most of the European nations. The Italian opera and the German 
symphony loomed as master creations before them. Since Italians operas were obviously 
desirable chiefly because they were imported and but vaguely understood, whereas the 
native articles suffered from the shameless exposure of the language, the goal of our 
musicians became the concert platform. The Titans of concert art were Bach and Handel, 
Mozart and Beethoven; the treasures in which their traditions were hoarded were the 
conservatories of Dresden and Leipzig, Berlin and Vienna. But Austria was practically 
terra incognita. Berlin was gloomily repellent. So the youthful aspirants hastened 
overseas to learn all the secrets of the Saxons. And when they returned they gave us 
symphonic Mendelssohn and water or hard-boiled fugues without salt or pepper. 

We possess among our musical treasures some of the most elegantly groomed 
symphonies and perfectly trimmed string quartets that have proceeded from the mind of 
man. We have large, spacious, well-ventilated oratorios, wholesome and refreshing as 
country afternoons. Our operas have been anxiously made upon the Italian last and have 
altered their outlines with every slow shift of fashion along the Piazza della Scala. And 
what noble and uplifting tone poems, marching bravely behind the grizzled standard of 
Richard Strauss, as their forerunners paraded with the flag of Liszt! Piano concertos and 
violin concertos we also own, reflecting every ray of glory from those of Mozart and 
Corelli to those of Saint-Saens and Tschaikowsky. 

We have not stood still. We have made progress faithfully in the footsteps of 
Europe. We are nothing if not up-to-date. And style? Well, one may do some boasting 
about that, for there is nothing in the shape of style which we have not tried at least once. 
We are eclectic, above all things, and true to our mission as a melting-pot. Meanwhile we 
have missed one great thing - music of the people, by the people, and for the people. We 
could not produce that while the German maennerchor in every town was clinging to the 
fatherland classics, the Swedish and Italian and even Irish societies resolutely turning 
their backs on everything except what chanted the rhythms of their own lands. 
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So when an American composer felt it incumbent upon him to write a symphony 
in B flat just because all the ancient immortals wrote symphonies, he was compelled to 
invent absolutely colorless themes and develop them in architectural musical forms 
designed by Beethoven and taught with authority in the great temples of culture in 
Dresden and Leipzig.  

But onward-looking Europe declined to tarry beside the biers of Beethoven and 
Schubert. She sought and found new melodic and harmonic diction in the whole tone 
scale dangled before her eyes like a string of pearls by the delicate fingers of Debussy. 
And later came the prophets of the north with harmonic scales, harmony in two planes, 
atonal and polytonal mazes, and the bewildering procession of new creations ranging 
from the ecstatic poems of the polite Scriabin to the elemental disclosures of the rude 
Stravinsky. And with her eyes still scanning the purple horizons over the eastern sea 
America read the new message and took up the weak man's burden of imitation. 

The ignorant people chattered noisily over the new things. "Why do they bring us 
this music which is not music?' some cried.”Let them keep to their Mozart, Beethoven, 
and even Wagner. We have gone as far as we are going." But missionary work was to be 
done in order that those who had nothing to say in music might bury their emptiness 
under a dazzling parade of the new devices. And so began the rise of the leagues and the 
guilds. 

How beautiful is the spirit of brethren who dwell together in unity! What an 
inspiring influence is the good American "get-together" meeting! In all music there has 
been nothing more persuading than a Sunday-night gathering of one of these guilds 
devoted to the dissemination of the new gospel. Yet in the end it was not the valiant 
apostles of the new creed who wore the crowns of glory, but the unbridled prophet of the 
steppes, Igor Stravinsky himself. "Renard" and the "Histoire d'un Soldat" laughed their 
way into the memories of unbelieving recorders of musical incidents, while the solemn 
absurdities of the profound Varese, Salzedo, and Ruggles evaporated in the cold sunlight 
of the morning after. 

Neither the grave and reverend seniors who brought from Europe the rubber 
stamp "approved by Carl Reinecke" or the youthful aspirants who dreamed they had 
found the fountain of eternal youth in the dead sea of Milhaud, Poulenc, and the so-called 
"Group of Six" produced anything that caused a single responsive throb in the heart of 
America. From Skowhegan to Port Jervis the spirit of the nation beat time to the rhythms 
of the jazz tunes, and when the inner brotherhood in Forty-Seventh Street implores the 
people to harken to Ruggles's "Vox clamans in deserto" or the "Octandre" of Edgar 
Varese, the graceless people rudely chant: "Why did you kiss that girl?" 

There are signs of an awakening. The musicians have begun to discover that their 
ancient altars are in danger of being burned by the home fires. The Etude, a leading 
musical magazine, has enriched its columns with a symposium on jazz. Eminent, 
musicians, such as Leopold Stokowski, John Alden Carpenter, Walter Spalding, of 
Harvard, and a score of others have said their say. Stokowski, the brilliant conductor of 
the Philadelphia Orchestra, is of the opinion that jazz is here to stay. Well, that may or 
may not be. Its effects will surely last, though jazz as it is at the moment may pass into 
the dim chambers of memory or figure only in more or less accurate histories of the 
developments of music in the United States. 
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But what lexicographer can catch and imprison within two lines of agate type the 
meaning of the word jazz? For the term has become involved in inextricable linguistic 
confusion. Ragtime was the syncopated music that rested on the basis of the old-time 
Negro jig. The double-shuffle and the clarion call of the floor manager for everybody to 
"sift sand" suggested new conjuring tricks to composers. Hardly anything of all that 
remains. How much ragtime can be found in Irving Berlin's latest gems? 

It need not greatly concern the student of music where ragtime originated. Fred 
Stone, the comedian, said in an interview in the New York Times that he first heard it 
played on a piano by a Negro in New Orleans in 1895. Mr. Stone believes that it was 
derived from a dance called the "Pasmala," which he suspected to be a corruption of "pas 
a mele" - a mixed step. This dance featured the shuffling, dragging foot, and the short 
tone preceding the long one as in the typical ragtime snap. From this dance Bert Jordan 
and others developed dances which depended for their interest on the rhythms sounded 
by the feet and these rhythms were generally of the "rag" type. 

Jazz, strictly speaking, is instrumental effects, the principal one being the 
grotesque treatment of the portamento, especially in the wind-instruments. The professor 
of jazz, in the English of genius, calls these effects "smears." The writer first heard jazz 
performed by trombone-players in some of the marching bands in the days of our war 
preparation. Afterward the ingenious players of the popular music discovered how to 
produce these wailing, sliding tones on other instruments. Later came the incomparable 
Ross Gorman, who can evoke the laugh of a hyena from a clarinet and the bark of a dog 
from a heckelphone. But the caterwaul of the nocturnal to be, the baying of the 
wandering "houn' dawg," and the unnecessary crowing of the 2-A.-M. Rooster are not 
essential to jazz music. They have been made a part of it because such instrumental antics 
entertain the crowd. 

The employment of curious devices for altering the tonal quality of certain wind 
instruments shocks the conservative music-lover more by its appearance than its musical 
effect. When a trombone player places the bell of his instrument close to the mouth of a 
megaphone and obtains new and genuinely beautiful tonal effects, he is doing a 
legitimate musical thing which would be more subtly persuasive in dignified composition 
if the mechanism were not so baldly exposed. When a clarinet-player thrusts the bell of 
his instrument into a derby hat, thereby causing the tones to sound muffled and distant, he 
is not performing a new feat in jazz, but merely reproducing an effect dating back to 
Hector Berlioz's "Lelio ou le Retour a la Vie," made known in 1832. The composer 
directs the clarinetist at a certain passage to wrap the instrument in a leather bag, and 
informs us that he devised this singular "sordin," or "mute," to "give the sound of the 
clarinet an accent as vague and remote as possible." 

The composition of the jazz orchestra is more pregnant in its promise for the 
future than the jazz itself. A symphony orchestra will contain about seventy-five strings 
to fourteen wood-wind and eleven brass instruments. A jazz band shows a decided 
preponderance of wind and it leans naturally toward those of the greatest flexibility. The 
flute and the horn are not much used. In its Aeolian Hall concert Paul Whiteman's 
organization had eight violins, two double-basses (both interchangeable with tuba), a 
banjo, a celesta, two trumpets (exchangeable with flugelhorns), two trombones, two 
horns, and three players operating the whole family of saxophones, a family of oboes, 
and another of clarinets. The great range and variety of sonorities within the powers of 
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such an orchestra must be apparent to any one possessing even a layman's knowledge of 
orchestral effects. 

This jazz orchestra is American. It has impressed itself upon the artistic European 
mind just as the ragtime and jazz music has captured the popular fancy of Europe. Can 
any such thing be said of any other American musical creation? In the admirable 
compositions of the learned Athenians who walk in the groves of the Boston Common 
one finds all the urbanity and all the lofty contemplation that characterize the works of 
the fathers. But has Europe hearkened to them? Has a European musician stretched out 
the arms of his flagging inspiration toward them and clasped to his throbbing breast their 
needed support? Alas no! But ragtime and jazz rule the feet of France and Britain. And 
only last winter there came into the presence of local music-lovers a composition by Igor 
Stravinsky called "Symphonies for Wind-Instruments," which betrayed that famous 
experimentalist as an attentive listener to the seductive breathings of the saxophones, 
clarinets, and stopped trumpets of the jazz band. 

Our jazz music is unquestionably our own. It expresses our ebulliency, our care-
free optimism, our nervous energy, and our extravagant humor - characteristics which our 
foreign critics tell us demark us from the rest of the world. Our composers have in recent 
years disclosed a desire to embody in music national thought, aspiration and emotion. 
Goldmark's "Gettysburg" Symphony, Hadley's "North, East, South, and West," 
Schelling's "Victory Ball" and the negro rhapsodizings of Henry F., Gilbert and John 
Powell are the fruit of earnest efforts to be truly American, while John Alden Carpenter's 
"Adventures in a Perambulator" and Deems Taylor's "Through a Looking-Glass" publish 
the finer qualities of American humor. 

But almost no American composer of the highly cultivated class has put forth 
anything that translates into the language of art the musical ideals of the people. 

Those who have endeavored to follow the kindly advice of Doctor Dvorak and 
make the folk-music of the Negro the basis of their compositions have failed to conquer 
the public because that public declined to embrace the slave music when dressed in the 
unbecoming robes of Teutonic tone poems. The arts do not descend upon the people, but 
rise from them. The opera was the true child of Italy as the symphony was of Germany. 
The opera was before La Scala and the symphony before the Dresden Conservatory. 
George Gershwin's "Rhapsody in Blue," for piano and orchestra, disclosed certain 
possibilities of jazz, but Liszt after all cannot father an American son. 

Much of the music beloved of the people and called jazz is not jazz nor even 
closely related to it. The sentimental songs, which seem to awaken responsive chords in 
the souls of people apparently devoid of all sentiment and sunk in hopeless vulgarity and 
sordid views of life, are for the most part without traces of an origin similar to that of 
jazz. They are descendants not of the jig and the double-shuffle but of the Negro's 
religious melodies, his "Roll, Jordan, Roll" and "Come Tremblin' Down." The semi-
hysterical emotion of the "spiritual," given over into the hands of "poor white trash," has 
been transformed into maudlin sentiment which one would expect to find lauded not by 
serious commentators but by the industrious society of "sob sisters." These tearful ditties 
are prone to fall into slow waltz tempo, unknown to Negro music, while the real jazz 
seems unable to break away from the tyranny of the fox-trot. 

If jazz is to rise to the level of musical art, it must overthrow the government of 
the bass drum and the banjo. It must permit itself to make excursions into the regions of 
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elastic rhythms. When Paul Whiteman gave his now historic concert in Aeolian Hall, 
Victor Herbert was the one composer who pointed out definitely the way to freedom. If 
jazz must be wed to the dance, then let it seek new dance forms and rhythms. Mr. 
Herbert's suite of dances was a triumphant demonstration of the possibilities of the 
popular melody in this direction. It proved effectively that jazz need not be a poor thing, 
though assuredly our own. 

 

Jazz in Print 2 

Alfredo Casella Discusses Jazz – Music Courier – January 4 

 
“The derivation of the world ‘jazz’ is obscure, nor is it definitely known where it had its 
origin. There are various stories of little importance which try to clarify this fact. The 
important fact of jazz is that it rests upon two essentials, characteristic elements: the 
syncopated Negro rhythms, and the instrumental technic. The syncopated rhythm was 
introduced to North American by the Negro and the Mexican, and was prevalent even 
before the Civil War: but in speaking of jazz it is necessary to establish a dividing line 
between the rhythm of ragtime, such as was prevalent fifteen of eighteen years ago, and 
that of the fox trot which is the real typical rhythm of jazz, in ragtime the syncopation 
exists, but it is limited to some spots here and there in the melody, without this melody 
assuming an antagonistic character toward the accompanying bass, while, on the 
contrary, modern jazz has introduced in the accompanying polyphony a mélange of 
rhythms, which adapt themselves to the general rhythmic development of the piece, but 
which individually live their life within this medium. 
 

What Is This Thing Called Jazz? – Music Courier – January 20 
 
But the popular song was destined to change constantly. Those facetious attempts 

at whimsicality of All Coons Look Alike to Me, followed the popular song rankly 
sentimental (and musically impossible) like Charles K. Harris’ After the Ball and Stern 
and Marks’ My Mother Was a Lady. Let us pass through that period hurriedly, and with 
stuffed ears, lest we become too discouraged to continue. And let us glide into the period 
of (which followed closely in the footsteps of the sentimental ballad and as a reaction) 
when America was quivering with the rancons shricks of cacophonic clarinets and oboes. 
Technically, the ragtime melody was as primitive as its forerunners. But in one respect 
was it similar to the jazz of today; in its vibrating spirit, in its gay abandon. That is the 
fingerprint that ragtime has left upon jazz. Ragtime, in short, was the first type of music 
from which jazz has obviously and unmistakably evolved, bearing most of its 
characteristics. That is why I believe that writers on jazz are wrong in beginning their 
historical surveys with 1890. Far more accurate would it be to push the date ahead by 
twenty years and to say that the history of jazz began with the first ragtime song. 

When did our American popular song cease to be ragtime and begin to be jazz? It 
is a question difficult to answer for like all trends in history our musical progress cannot 
be subdivided into definite catalogued dates. But the alert ear can readily perceive a 
marked difference between the popular music of 1910 and that of 1914. For it was in 
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1914 that the fox-trot was introduced, and with it we have a faint premonition of the 
complicated rhythms that jazz would introduce. 

And with the introduction of the different rhythms, formalistic syncopation 
gasped its last dying breath in our American music Ragtime, still and artificial with the 
right garb of syncopation, was to emerge into the pliant and flexible mould of jazz. 

 

1935 
 
Jazz’s Influence on French Music – Music Quarterly – January 
  By M. Robert Rogers 

 
Still, American composers were slow to avail themselves of the elements of their native 
folk-music, even when rag-time and jazz were harder to silence than to hear. As early as 
1896, Johannes Brahms was thinking of introducing the novel rhythmic effects of 
American ragtime, which he had just heard for the first time, into one of his compositions 
(Boston Evening Transcript, Music Section, March 22, 1930) and Debussy, Stravinsky, 
and Aurie, had already used ragtime and jazz in their compositions before an American, 
John Alden Carpenter, wrote Krazy Kat, a jazz-ballet, in 1922. 

  Wherein lies the explanation of the potent influence of jazz? First we must 
determine what jazz is, if that be possible. Many have attempted to define ragtime, blues, 
and jazz, but most have fallen into the error of trying to make too definite distinctions 
among them. Even a superficial examination should indicate that rag-time and jazz are 
really the same thing in different stages of development. Carl Engel has rightly observed 
that “jazz is rag-time, plus orchestral polyphony.”  

  The day when rag-time first reared its head can be placed only generally in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. The first appearance of the word “rag-time” in 
connection with a printed song occurred on the cover of Bert Williams’ Oh, I don’t know, 

you’re not so warm in 1896. America sang and danced to rag-time until before she 
entered the World War. In the five years preceding the War, the term “jazz” gradually 
came to replace “rag-time” in general use. Change in the style of the music came 
gradually too. One cannot say when rag-time stopped and jazz began. One should not try 
to, for, as already stated, they are the same thing in different phases. “Jazz completed a 
process that rag-time began.”  

 

Catering to America’s Musical Tastes – Etude – February 1936  
 By the Noted Stage and Radio Personality-David Rubinoff – A Conference 
Secured Especially for The Etude Music Magazine – by Otto Meyer 
 

You probably have heard the story of the man who interfered in a quarrel between 
another man and his wife – the result being that in the end both belligerents belabored the 
peace maker. (In Scotland the blow received by the peace maker is called the “ridding 
stroke.”) So being at heart a genuine musician; but having also an inborn instinct for 
stage effects, which, in the parlance of the Green Room, are called “showmanship”; I 
generally suffer the criticism of both musicians and theatrical folk. The musicians say 
that it is disgraceful of me when I show by some of my numbers that I am able to 
interpret serious music in the best style, to descend to the latest jazz or Broadway hit. At 
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the same time the showman says, “Rubinoff, when you are able to play the real snappy 
stuff as you do, why must you inflict the high-brow flummery on audiences who do not 
want it?” My answer to each must be, “No audience is composed of one type of 
personalities. A theatrical audience contains so many types of musical tastes that I try to 
give something which will give real enjoyment to as many people as possible, in return 
for the money they have left at the box office. 

Formerly it was possible to draw a hard and fast line between classical and 
popular music; but so many good composers are now writing so-called popular music, 
and so many bad composers are writing ostensibly classical music; that it seems to be 
principally a question of whether the title page is printed in colors or black and white, 
that decides whether the pages contain a Broadway “hit” or a musical masterpiece. 
Serious musicians often are rather ignorant as to the meaning of such generally used, or 
misused, terms as “ragtime,” “jazz,” “blues,” and so on. Any music, in which the 
principle notes of the melody fall upon the unaccented beat, instead of being struck at the 
same time as the bass notes, or principle accents, may be properly called “ragtime.” 
While the vogue of this type of musical rhythms is comparatively recent; nevertheless 
they will be found in the classical works of Beethoven and other master composers, under 
the time worn alias of “syncopation.” 

 
A New Music Born 

 
Jazz music originated in the spontaneous pranks of the soloists of Negro dance 

orchestras. If a trumpet or clarinet player was clever enough to imitate with his 
instrument the neighing of a horse, the laughing of a man, the blowing of a steam whistle, 
or any other outlandish noise – without interfering with the rhythmical progress of the 
piece – he was said to be “jazzing it up.” In the better type of jazz these effects are 
thought out and planned by the highest priced arrangers. 

The next alien musical form was the “blues.” The Negro temperament, which has 
given so much to American music, is also responsible for this music called “blues.” This 
type of music is about what its name implies – that is, a mournful song, sung by the 
discouraged Negro, generally dealing with homesickness, loss of a sweetheart, or other 
serious trouble. It is characterized by slow but steady rhythm and a mournful melody. 
The St. Louis Blues (one of the early ones) remains an unsurpassable example on this 
style of music; and, in my special arrangement, it is one of our most successful numbers. 

Popular music need not necessarily fall into any of these three classes; and it need 
not be any less meritorious than so-called classical compositions. Had Strauss written 
such excellent tunes as Play, Fiddle, Play or Dancing on the Ceiling, they probably 
would be played on serious concert programs. 

I have passed through a long, hard schooling in musical training; and it has been 
doubly hard, because I have not been contented to be either a musician without success or 
a success without musicianship. This has meant that, while I have been practicing long 
hours daily on my chosen instrument, and studying the science of instrumentation from 
Berlioz to Stravinsky. I have also been studying stage lightings, jazz effects, advertising, 
and all of the myriad problems that make a success in the show business. I have played 
all night at dances; and I have played in cheap movie theaters, where an actor was 
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esteemed fortunate who could finish his act without unexpected contributions of bananas, 
peanuts, or whatever other missiles were at hand. 

Then came Broadway, with a ceaseless struggle to find new and original effects in 
orchestration or a violin solo (and only the unexpected pleases Broadway). And finally 
came national radio hook-ups, and my present tours through the larger cities. 

As I made my way through each of these musical atmospheres. I was constantly 
studying and experimenting with the tastes of the audiences. I would play classical music, 
then romantic; popular music, then rhythmical dance music; and would study which 
brought the most applause. In proportion to the applause would be the time that each type 
of music would receive on my program. Strange to relate, the type of music enjoyed in 
each surrounding would not always be what one expected. Just as the Germans when 
music was happy, will probably sing ----------------meaning “I do not know why I am so 
sad,” so in the midst of theatrical surroundings I have found audiences who listened with 
absolute silence to great musical masterpieces. 

When I commenced radio work I was able to forget showmanship and to think 
only of musical reactions; for, until we have television, the radio audience is affected 
only by the sounds which come from the microphone. The conductor’s smiles or 
gestures, the lighting of the orchestra, and its appearance, cannot go through the 
microphone, so one concentrates only on sound. It seems to me that this furnishes a more 
just way of judging the musical worth of a program than the performance before an 
audience, as the stage personality of a clever artist often can make a success of an 
uninspired composition. 

 
Measuring Progress 

 
During the years of my musical experiences it has been of the greatest interest to 

me to watch the musical clock of the public, to compare it in different parts of the 
country, and in various communities. We are progressing and, could a musician of to-day 
compare the popular music of ten years ago with that of the present, he would have to 
admit that progress has been startlingly rapid. One reason for this rapid improvement in 
popular taste has been the fact that the success of popular music has called to its service 
the greatest composers and instrumentalists of the country. I do not wish to hurt the 
feelings of many symphony orchestra- conductors by telling them how many ex-
symphony concertmasters are playing in my orchestra; and, if better brass players could 
be hired, Rubinoff would hire them. I have a weakness for brass, dating from the time 
when I first heard Berlioz’s “Messe de Morts,” In this celebrated composition (which is 
seldom performed), besides a full brass section in the symphony orchestra, there are four 
brass choirs high up in the four corners of the room; and, instead of the usual two or three 
kettledrums, there are twenty. In that part of the mass expressing the words, “The dead 
shall rise,” all of these brass players and kettledrums get into action; and, if the dead do 
not rise, at least the audience finds it hard to stay seated, it is so inspiring. In seeking 
original effects I have wished to imitate with brass instruments the quick, sharp effect of 
plucked strings; and how my poor brass players must have cursed this wish of mine, 
because for them it has meant many weary hours of rehearsal and many sore lips. 

One great element in my public programs has been the special arrangements 
which I have made of well known and beloved tunes. These are generally played only in 
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very inferior arrangements; but the use of various tone colorings and groups of 
instruments greatly enhances the musical value of these works. Apropos of tone coloring, 
I consider it of the utmost importance in popular orchestral arrangements. No one can 
keep up interest for any great length of time, if only one group of instruments is used; 
but, by utilizing the infinite possibilities of clever instrumentation, each repetition for a 
phrase seems different. 

 
…….. Some text hard to read.. 
 

Tastes we have our passing fads and styles. These should not be taken too seriously, 
being like small waves on the great tide of musical taste; but they are entertaining for the 
moment. During the past few years we have witnessed transient enthusiasms over 
Crooners, Hill-Billy Bands, Mouth Organ Orchestras. Xylophone soloists and so on. 
These appeal only through a momentary sense of novelty and do not, in any way, 
negative the great fact that general American taste in music is steadily improving. How 
could it fail to improve when in every village and hamlet the citizen of average means 
can listen to symphony and classical programs broadcast from our greatest musical 
centers? 
I feel, personally, that the classical musician, who looks down upon the broadcasts, which 
contain good popular music, is condemning that upon which his future depends. If 
programs could be given only of Bach, Brahms and Beethoven, over the air and in every 
theater, one or two things would of course happen; we would at once become very 
serious musically; or concerts would quickly become unattended, and no one would buy 
any more radios. I believe the latter would be the case and that musical taste must be 
gradually built up from that which one naturally enjoys, to higher and better levels. 

 
Music by Gershwin – Ladies Home Journal – April 

By Isaac Goldberg 
Ragtime had been simply a dislocation of the melodic line, a syncopation of the 

tune; one could whistle it all. Jazz, melodically, lends itself, of course, to whistling; but it 
embraces all the harmonic and contrapuntal devices, it plays with tone color, it makes 
whoopee with variations, in a word, it opens the mind to imaginative adventure. Ragtime 
had served a public that was naively melody-conscious; jazz has made that public 
harmony-conscious, and deepened its musical response. 

 
Formerly it was possible to draw a hard and fast line between classical and 

popular music; but so many good composers are now writing so-called popular music, 
and so many bad composers are writing ostensibly classical music; that it seems to be 
principally a question of whether the title page is printed in colors or black and white, 
that decides whether the pages contain a Broadway “hit” or a musical masterpiece. 
Serious musicians often are rather ignorant as to the meaning of such generally used, or 
misused, terms as “ragtime,” “jazz,” “blues,” and so on. Any music, in which the 
principle notes of the melody fall upon the unaccented beat, instead of being struck at the 
same time as the bass notes, or principle accents, may be properly called “ragtime.” 
While the vogue of this type of musical rhythms is comparatively recent; nevertheless 
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they will be found in the classical works of Beethoven and other master composers, under 
the time worn alias of “syncopation.” 
 

The most discouraging thing about Jazz is that it is always viewed in a false 
perspective; it is either mercilessly condemned or immoderately praised. It is denounced 
by some as the root of present-day evils; it is worshipped by others as the Golden Calf of 
a pleasure-seeking age. Yet the people who champion jazz the most loudly know least 
about it, while those who denounce it the most fiercely have only a vague and prejudiced 
knowledge of its origin and theory. This article, therefore, is an attempt to trace the 
development of jazz from its very humble origin to its present position of privilege in 
society and on the stage. 

In 1619 a Dutch vessel landed twenty African natives at Jamestown, Virginia, for 
sale in His Majesty’s colonies. Their business done, these psalm-sing Dutchmen weighed 
anchor and set sail, little dreaming of the problem they had created for that great 
unknown Continent. Still less did they imagine that three hundred years later its music 
would be the very antithesis of their own. This was the beginning of the Slave Trade in 
America, and to supply this trade Africa was robbed of hundreds of thousands of her 
children. These slaves came from all parts of the continent. They were of different tribes 
and tongues. They were suddenly uprooted from their native culture, and planted in a 
strange and hostile land. They brought with them one great endowment, their native 
musical talent; and with this they leavened the music of the civilized world. It should also 
be noticed, however, that these supposedly uncivilized blacks made a great impression 
upon the pictorial art of civilization, and helped to awaken in us the feeling after abstract 
form. Witness the Cubist tendency in art – the tendency to strive after effect and leave 
detail to the imagination. The much-discussed works of Epstein on the new 
‘Underground’ building are but attempts to grapple with the sensorial feeling of night and 
day, light and dark. These definitely parallel the musical yearnings of the Negro. 

The music of the Negro took the form of folk-song. All attempts to prove that 
these songs are not the genuine product of the black race have broken down. H. E. 
Krehbiel, the distinguished American critic, after a careful study (‘Afro-American folk-
songs,’ 1914) – and the learned German scholar, Friedenthal (‘Stimmen der volker,” 
Berlin, 1911), both came to the conclusion that there was no ground at all for any theory 
to the contrary. A careful study of these tunes showed that a large proportion of them 
were variations from the diatonic scale – the musical evolution of highly civilized 
peoples. Most of them were in the pentatonic scale, with no fourth and a flattened 
leading-note. This, as any student of folk-song knows, points to a very primitive origin. 

These folk-songs are often of a very pathetic nature, and they are also deeply 
religious. They are the songs of slavery, and voice the hope of better things to come. The 
harsh surroundings, the separation from loved ones, the auction block, and the lash of the 
task-master made Christianity a vital thing in the life of the Negro. It compensated for the 
afflictions of this transitory life by the life of the world to come, when slave and master 
would reverse positions, and God be the great Comforter. It was from this outlook on life 
that there arose a species of Negro folk-song known as the ‘blues.’ Many of the spirituals 
were distinctly ‘blues’ – e.g., I’m goin' to tell God all o’ my troubles’ – and were a highly 
distinctive form of Afro-American music, popular with a lower class of Negro. 
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Melancholy and humorous, they were meditations upon his desires, pleasures, and 
disappointments. 

The deeply religious nature of the Negro folk-songs is best illustrated by a story 
of Roland Hayes, the great Negro tenor and artist. He was invited by the soviet 
educational authorities to give a series of concerts at Moscow. He was asked to submit 
his songs, and was told that he would not be allowed to sing the spirituals which made up 
the second half of his programme. He promptly told them he would sing the spirituals or 
not sing at all, and eventually the Soviet gave way. They replaced the Russian translation 
of the songs in the programme, however, by words of a totally alien character; but on the 
morning after his first concert Roland Hayes received scores of letters and inquiries from 
people who had been profoundly moved, and knew that he was singing the songs of his 
faith. 

A second and perhaps the most important element in this Negro-American music 
was the rhythm. This was purely African, while the growth of melody-consciousness was 
largely due to contact with the white. Generally speaking, the musical concept of 
European civilization is melody; the African concept is rhythm. We know enough of tom-
tom beating and voodoo dancing to be able to understand this. But one vital fact prevents 
many Europeans from understanding the more advanced forms of American dance-
music. It also handicaps all who would sing the 'spirituals.’ This fact is that the rhythms 
defy musical notation. We may set them down in crotchets, dotted crotchets, and quavers, 
but these are merely approximations, and more of a hindrance than a help to aspiring 
saxophonists and imitators of Paul Robeson. 

We must realize that they cannot be set down in black and white, but belong 
rather to the realm of psychology, and are planted in the soul of the black people. Marian 
Anderson, the coloured contralto singing at last season’s Promenade concert, conquered 
her audiences with the simple but unsearchable rhythm of ‘I’m tramping, just tramping, 
trying to make Heaven my home.’ 

 
II 
 

James Weldon Johnson has pointed out that rhythms are divided into two classes 
– rhythms based upon movement of the hands and feet, and rhythms based upon the 
swinging of the head and shoulders. While the rhythms of secular music fall into the first 
class, the rhythms of the spirituals fall into the second. 

Pleasure, humour, hilarity, love, the joy of being alive, all call for hand and foot 
patting; that is perhaps why jazz fans appear to be afflicted with a St. Vitus’s dance of the 
feet. On the other hand, religious and spiritual ecstasy manifests itself in the swaying 
bodies of the whole congregation. This was seen in the Negro play ‘Porgy.’ So what is 
largely a physical reaction in secular music is a psychological manifestation in the 
spiritual. This finds its counterpart today in what is known technically as primary and 
secondary rhythm. 

Primary rhythm can be best expressed by what we call syncopation – accenting 
the weak note. Secondary rhythm is what we commonly call ‘playing three against two.’ 

 
^     ^    ^     ^     ^   ^ 
1234/1234/1234/1234 
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We must use these musical phrases guardedly, because, as we have said before, 

they are only approximations to reality. There are many other rhythmical devices of 
modern dance orchestras, all Negro in origin. H. E. Krehbiel tells us how he went to the 
Dahoman village at the ‘World’s fair’ at Chicago, and heard the native music. It was the 
most complex drumming, and Berlioz himself could not have produced better. He also 
heard the singers in duple-time against the triple-time of the drums, and there were 
frequent exchanges of these rhythms. 

The chief rhythmical forms of the Negro folk-music are the ‘snap,’ or ‘catch,’ and 
the ‘Habanera.’ The first consists of two notes, of which the first usually on the strong 
beat, takes but a fraction of the time of the second. It is usually expressed thus short/long. 
This figure, curiously enough, is characteristic of the Scotch real, and now dominates the 
popular music of Europe and America. The ‘Habanera’ is the rhythm which we associate 
with Spain and the Tango. The Spanish American colonies adopted this figure, which is 
really (o. o o o o. o o o).    This rhythmical figure, which pervades the popular music of 
Latin America, and which is the rhythm of the opera ‘Carmen.’ Had, says Friedenthal, its 
origin in Africa. 

The third feature of the Negro-American, folk-music was originality and novelty. 
The Negro musicians of the 19th century were born innovators. They soon got playing 
about with ‘Massa’s’ instruments. They experimented by playing cornets into buckets of 
water, boxes, and derby hats. They filed down their mouthpieces so as to raise the pitch, 
they beat washboards and rubbed mules’ jawbones together to mark the rhythm. They 
made music by playing into the mouths of jugs or lengths of gas-pipe. These were the 
originators of the novel effects which characterize the jazz of today. 

These Negro bands were frowned upon by all respectable people, but every now 
and then they raised a ‘hot time in the ‘ole town’ and played at the ‘dark town strutters’ 
ball.’ An American showman saw four or five of these coloured musicians playing at a 
street corner, tying themselves into knots and playing like all the debbils was after them.’ 
Seeing in them a commercial proposition, he made inquiries, and found that none of them 
knew a note of music! 

The birth of ‘The Blues’ – contrary to the information conveyed by popular songs 
– took place in this way; In 1911 there was an election in the town of Memphis, in the 
South. There were three candidates, and each was audibly supported by a jazz band of 
dusky musicians, each playing its own especial variety of ‘Blues.’ The successful 
candidate was Mr. Crump, and his victory was due more to his band than to anything 
else. This band achieved such a reputation, and its ‘blues’ such popularity (they were 
called ‘The Memphis Blues’), that the band with its tune set out into the world to seek its 
fortune and brought jazz, pure and undefiled, to the great cities. 

The leader of this orchestra, a certain W. C. Handy, is venerated as being the 
father of jazz. In America the Methodists were the greatest opponents of jazz and its 
partisans were fond of pointing out that the notorious handy was not only the son, but 
also the grandson, of a Methodist preacher. 

 
III 
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Gradually such bands as Brown’s Band, the Dixieland Band, and Alexander’s 
Ragtime Band made their entrance into all the big cities of America, to meet with mixed 
receptions. They all exploited the main characteristics of the blues. The gap between the 
verses was filled in extempore with such vocal efforts as Too-Ti-ootoo-Hi, &c. This was 
known as the ‘break.’ And the player of each instrument took his break and put all he 
knew into it. Naturally the next instrument tried to go on better, and there was fierce 
competition to make the most noise in the time available. There were also the ‘blue 
notes,’ involving a slight flattening of the third and seventh of the scale, which gave a 
certain mournful flavour to the music. 

What was the effect of this invasion upon the dancing of the day? At this time the 
old Ragtime was the prevailing dance music. Ragtime was a syncopated air brought into 
sharp relief by a steady bass, with the accent on the weak beat. What we know as jazz is a 
combination of the blues and ragtime, a grafting of the one on the other. The string bands 
of pre-war days gave way to saxophone, clarinets, trombones, strangely muted trumpets 
and banjoes, with the additional effects of various percussion instruments. All the 
features of the Negro blues were introduced the ‘blue’ notes, the ‘hot’ choruses, and the 
‘breaks.’ 

Surreptitiously, and amidst violent opposition, Negro dances made progress by 
way of down-town saloons and shady dance halls. They had such names as the Fox-trot, 
the Turkey-trot, the Bunny-hug, and the Texas Tommy. They were all attacked as 
Negroid and animal, and only the Fox-trot has been able to live down its disreputable 
past. H. Krehbiel, writing in 1914, said: ‘The dance which is threatening to force grace, 
decorum, and decency out of the ball-rooms of England and America is a survival of 
African savagery which was already banished from the plantations in the days of 
slavery.’ 

It has already been pointed out that the rhythm of the Tango is of Negro origin 
and the stately Spanish Danza habanera’ was adapted from the Cuban Tango by early 
colonists. Our ball-room Tango probably has the same doubtful origin. Krehbiel writes 
again: ‘The movements of this dance leave nothing to be desired in unequivocal 
obscenity. It is this vulgar dance which sought to gain admission to our salons by way of 
Buenos Ayres under the title of Tango-Argentino.’ 

There is some doubt about the exact meaning of the word ‘jazz.’ It is thought that 
it comes from one of the original jazz bands in Memphis, known as the ‘Jackasses.’ From 
their fearful cacophony. On the other hand, it is said that ‘to jazz’ was a Negro word for 
‘to speed up,’ ‘to put some pep into it.’ This was its precise effect. All over the United 
States there was a process of jazzing, putting new life into the dance band. White men 
began to learn how to extract strange sounds from their instruments. 

In 1915, a certain young man, while on a visit to Los Angeles, heard a real jazz 
band for the first time. He was thrilled, and scarcely slept for nights afterwards. The 
young man was Paul Whitman. The war came and shattered his dreams of forming such a 
band. But on his return he got together a group of enthusiasts and entered into co-
operation with an arranger named Fernando Grofe. These two revolutionized jazz. They 
asked themselves: ‘Why must this jazz be so hideously harsh? The people want melody, 
sweet, sugary stuff – let them have it.’ So while they preserved the essential features of 
jazz, the rhythm, the breaks and the novelty, they wrote their scores with plenty of 
melody, wedding them with lyrics of the sentimental spoon-hug-kiss variety. So in sweet 
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jazz the ingenuity of the instrumentalist is of less importance than the skill of the 
arranger. 

It is an amazing thing that we can trace all the features of the modern song-hits to 
the Negro music, with the exception of those absurd and inane lyrics upon which they are 
based. It is surely regrettable that Negro American rhythmical music has such sentimental 
slop-stuff as its chief means of expression in modern days. The lyricists of jazz seem to 
know of nothing else; though this remark is not fair to Oscar Hammerstein, who 
collaborated with Jerome Kern in the ‘Show boat,’ and gave us some genuinely beautiful 
songs. Knowing as we do that much of the original music of the Negro was of such 
spiritual and noble quality, full of the deepest and purest sentiments, we can only hope 
that one day it will be lifted from its present state of degradation by the stage and dance-
hall. 

Dvorak has used Negro melody in his ‘New World’ symphony, and many modern 
composers are starting to make us of jazz idiom in serious works. George Gershwin’s 
‘Rhapsody in Blue’ has won some measure of acknowledgment, and one of the present 
writers heard that composer play his ‘Jazz concerto’ with the New York symphony 
Orchestra before a crowd of eight thousand people in the open air. Constant Lambert’s 
‘Rio Grande,’ built upon jazz rhythm and idiom, was one of the successes of last season’s 
promenade concerts. 

 
IV 

 
For a long time in England our bands were still playing ragtime. Many do not 

recognize the difference between ragtime and jazz. It may be the mere fraction of a beat, 
and defy musical notation. Paul Whiteman has explained it in this way. 

Ragtime may be expressed by a zig-zag line - ^^^^^^^^^^^ which expresses the 
oomchah, oomchah, oomchah of some dance bands. The Blues may be expressed as a 
wavy line - But jazz – the combination of the two – is expressed by a wavy line rising to 
peaks - The American bands have acquired the vital rhythm because they have had the 
music of the Negro in their ears for three centuries. When Paul Whiteman’s band first 
came to England it was stipulated by the Ministry of Labour that he should take on an 
equal number of English musicians, to play at the Grafton Galleries. He complained that 
these Englishman took their music far too seriously, and played only what was written. 

In 1926 the introduction of a new Negroid dance, the Charleston, revolutionized 
dance music. It was found impossible to dance this without the propulsive urge of the real 
rhythm. The American bands gradually develop this rhythm, and acquired the power to 
extemporize and ‘play hot’ – but the English were rather slower to follow suit. Even now 
some of the most famous bands still play the old ragtime rhythm. But what they lack in 
rhythm they make up in volume, precision, and perfect playing. It is interesting to note 
that among the white peoples the Jews have been the quickest to pick up the rhythm, and 
they have brought modern jazz to its highest level. The music of the Bible, of the sackbut, 
psaltery, timbrel, and similar instruments, was almost purely rhythmical, and it is possible 
that the Jews are more susceptible to rhythm than most Europeans. 

At the moment, the future of Negro music seems to be in the hands of the white 
man. The Negro seems to lack something; the average Negro band is better than the 
average white band, but does not come up to the level of the best white band. A Negro 
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band at its best is a Negro band at its hottest and maddest, and is lacking in balance and 
refinement. This is noticeable in such bands as Louis Armstrong's ’Duke Ellington's and 
Luis Russell's (all recorded by Parlophone). But on the other hand the white musicians 
tend to develop sweet jazz to such an extent that it is no more jazz. It has lost much of the 
rhythm and originality, and has set out to conquer new worlds. It is quite common to see 
today on the variety stage a dance band whose publicity organization is in advance of its 
musical efficiency - –though this is often compensated for by a superbly dressed 
conductor! These symphonic aspirations of jazz threaten to rival the brass band and the 
string band as purveyors of popular music to the melody-seeking masses. 

When all has been said, jazz at the present day has become not so much a type of 
music as a method of production. We can be bewildered by the hottest record of 
America’s hottest jazz band. We can go round the corner and buy an arrangement for the 
pianoforte, so that Maggie Smith, who has taken correspondence lessons, can play it.  But 
Maggie Smith herself will be disgusted at the result. 
Jazz is a reversion, a retrogression, to the primitive. The person whose whole life is 
immersed in it, without any uplifting influence, whose sole interest in music is swaying 
before a gramophone to the latest rag, will find that some unconscious, psychological 
change is taking place in his outlook on life. That is why jazz is described as ‘a symbol, a  
byword, for a great many elements in the spirit of our times – a characteristic mode of 
expression for the present generation.’ So, when our fathers so cruelly ravished Africa of 
her men, women and children, they never thought that today we should be reaping where 
they had sown, and that jazz would be visited upon the children of a later generation. 
 
 

The Origin Of Jazz or Negro-American Music – Music Times – July 1 
 By  Norman & Tom Sargant 
 For a long time in England our bands were still playing ragtime. Many do not 
recognize the difference between ragtime and jazz. It may be the mere fraction of a beat, 
and defy musical notation. Paul Whiteman has explained it in this way. 
Ragtime may be expressed by a zig-zag line - ^^^^^^^^^^^ which expresses the 
oomchah, oomchah, oomchah of some dance bands. The Blues may be expressed as a 
wavy line - But jazz – the combination of the two – is expressed by a wavy line rising to 
peaks - The American bands have acquired the vital rhythm because they have had the 
music of the Negro in their ears for three centuries. When Paul Whiteman’s band first 
came to England it was stipulated by the Ministry of Labour that he should take on an 
equal number of English musicians, to play at the Grafton Galleries. He complained that 
these Englishman took their music far too seriously, and played only what was written. 
 
Ragtime To  Swing – Saturday Evening Post – February 13 

By James H. S. Moynahan 
 
Just outside of Worcester, Massachusetts, the drifts got so deep that the little 

flivver stalled, up to her fenders. We sat there, an icy wind cutting through the cracked 
celluloid side curtains, and one of the boys started to cry. 

“Well,” I said, “do you want to turn back?” 
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He stared through the snow-incrusted windshield up the rolling white plain ahead 
that was no longer the New York highway. 

“Hell,” I said, “we’ve come this far. We might as well keep on. It’ll be just as 
hard going back.” 

My brother slapped a blast from an imaginary cornet with his left hand, hummed 
a snatch from You Walk Like My Man, “Just think of those last choruses we’ll miss.” 

That settled it. We piled out, somehow shoveled away the snow, located the road 
and pushed through. That night, shivering and exhausted, we stood in a darkened 
doorway in 66th Street and stared across the traffic at the lights which spelled out a name 
the very sight of which gave us a thrill – Original Dixieland Jazz Band. We had come all 
the way from Boston in an open car, in a blinding snowstorm, to hear this band, and we 
didn’t have the price of admission left. 

I was desperate. My pockets, turned inside out, disclosed not the last two 
necessary pennies but a postage stamp. I approached the ticket window, laid down 
change and stamp. 

“We came all the way from Boston to hear the Dixieland Band,” I told the ticket 
seller. “We had to spend almost all our money for gas and oil. Will you take that stamp 
and let us in?” 

 
A Cold Trip for Hot Music 

 
She did. We grabbed the tickets, took the stairs three at a lick. Rounding the top 

flight, we could hear from the dance hall the golden notes of Shanghai Lullaby, played as 
only Nick La Rocca could sing it out. We hurried across the carpeted foyer, indifferent to 
painted hostesses, stood enraptured oblivious, at the railing to the dance floor. We would 
stand there all night until the last note had died in the festooned rafters of the 
Balconnades. 

What was the appeal of music that would bring us a bitter trip of some two 
hundred miles in biting cold? Would I do it today? You’re tootin’ I would! 

In the fifteen-odd years that I led bands and did jobs on drums, clarinet and 
saxophone, I ran into my share of people who would say: “I can’t stand jazz music.” 

I never blamed them. Most of it I can’t stand myself. 
Just consider the number of musicians working jobs night after night in America. 

Then reflect that out of all these thousands – maybe millions, if we count the amateurs – 
there is only one Jimmie Dorsey, one Thomas Waller, one Louis Armstrong, one Adriam 
Rollini, one Sidney Bechet, as there was only one Leon Beiderbecke, one mercury, one 
Don Murray, one Jelly-roll Morton. 

 
Sounding a New Note 

 
Well, there was only one Original Dixieland Jazz Band. And despite the floods of 

mystic adulation – not to say adumbration – it apparently takes more than a layman swing 
fan to explain, or even understand why. For that matter, I’m sure most musicians don’t 
know. If they did, we wouldn’t have had the plague of corny, McGee, ting-a-ling, strictly 
union recordings that spell “jazz” to the average customer. The most unspeakable 
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butchering of popular numbers in the name of jazz have, after all, been committed by 
musicians. 

What’s the difference between swing and jazz? What is swing? 
A number of writers who, apparently, are not even musicians have been breaking 

into print lately with theses so esoteric that they become, at the high spots, practically 
unintelligible. It’s not so hard as all that. In fact, it's simple. 

The difference between swing and jazz is, reduced to common honesty, nothing. 
And swing, despite the tons of recondite balderdash that have been printed about it, 
remains substantially what is was when grandpappy was a boy watching the band 
marching away to the Civil War, and remarked: “That music's got a swing to it.” 

Swing is rhythm, that’s all. 
The trouble with swing dates from the decline of the Dixieland Jazz Band. This 

trouble, too, can be stripped of all nebulous theorizings and the salient element stated in a 
single word – syncopation. Swing, so-called, today, as a rule, hasn’t enough syncopation. 
Father called it “ragtime.” 

Those who are neither musicians nor old enough to know what ragtime is may not 
understand what is meant by syncopation, or why it is so important in producing the 
superlative type of jazz. Here’s a simple, not-too-technical explanation: 

You beat time when you play any kind of dance or marching music. In most 
popular music you count one-two-three-four. 

Try beating one-two-three-four with your finger and repeating aloud only the 
“two” and “four” counts. Now beat-and-count just the “two” and “four” counts. 

If you’re a musician, you may not find this difficult. If you are not, you will 
probably tend to get mixed up. You are accustomed to accenting the “one” and “three” 
beats, and all your rhythmic training tends to pull you back to doing just that. 

What is the result? The attempt to keep the main beats steady in your head despite 
the emphasis on the wrong, of off-beat, counts, gives you a breathless sensation as 
exhilarating as trying to balance yourself on a rhythmic tight rope. It is all you can do to 
keep your rhythmic balance. All you can do not to surrender to the overpowering 
emphasis of that beat on the wrong count and lose your place, get off the beat, or, as they 
say in marching, out of step. 

 
What Happened to Jazz 

 
That is syncopation. Emphasis on an ordinarily unaccented beat. Technically, you 

begin a note on an unaccented beat, and by sustaining it through an accented beat, make 
the auditor hear in his head the emphasis you have not actually given. 

This is not jazz, or limited to jazz. You find it in all music. The overture, Poet and 
Peasant, contains a typical passage, and if you cannot execute it and not lose your place 
you are no musician. 

Now, mark what happened to jazz music. The most effective and exhilarating jazz 
was that which most impellingly tended to upset your rhythmic balance – in other words, 
whose rhythms were hardest to follow. And here we have the reason why many people do 
not like jazz. They have never learned to follow its rhythms, and hence have never 
experienced the exhilaration of syncopation. They merely give up trying to keep the beat 
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straight in their heads. Naturally, they don’t enjoy syncopated music. They have never 
really heard it. 

I’ll bet I can take a hot tune, arrange it for a five-piece Dixieland combination – 
cornet, trombone, clarinet, piano and drums – cut out all syncopation, and sell it to a lot 
of musicians as first-class swing music. 

What does this prove? 
It proves that the average musician is so ignorant of what should go into good 

swing music that he, naturally, can’t play good swing music. What would you think of a 
cook who baked bread, putting in everything but the flour? 

Now, not all of today’s swing music is without syncopation. The point I am 
making I: The best swing music embodies the most syncopation; the poorest, the least. 

Proof? The euphonies of Mr. Thomas Waller. The best Benny Goodman. Any 
Harlem amateur hour on the radio. Or, for the stopper, go listen to the average symphony 
musician trying to fake a hot chorus. 

It takes a certain amount of proficiency in any art to enjoy it fully. You’ve got to 
know something about jazz or swing to enjoy it. But the time is past when you could 
palm off your ignorance by looking down your nose at this new medium and saying you 
didn’t care for it. 

Most of the really competent jazz musicians that I ran into around New York, 
Boston and Paris were vitally interested in Stravinsky, Ravel, Wagner, Debussy, Scriabin 
and the radical moderns. If you think they don’t get more kick out of Tschaikovsky than 
the old lady at the Boston Symphony who avers that she loathes jazz music, you’re crazy. 
Try her out on Tschaikovsky’s fifth sometime, on any instrument she may select. I’ll bet 
she’s terrible. If she can’t play an instrument, get her to hum it. If she can’t hum, what 
does she know about music? 

Jazz, blues, swing – this genre of music, however you nominate it, is in a fair way 
to becoming our contribution to the world’s repertoire. Ironically, it took Europe to 
recognize its worth. Dvorak had the jump on Gershwin. 

 
The Story of a Word 

 
But the irony doesn’t stop there. The average dance musician likes to think he’s a 

pretty wise guy when it comes to jam, or giving all in last choruses. To prove this, he 
never tires of imitating the inept, or corny, musician. He will play you a chorus on 
saxophone of slap tongue, flutter tongue, laughing breaks, and jazz dirt that he figures is 
the last word in lousy. It is. 

What he doesn’t realize is that the figures he is playing are lousy because he 
executes them that way. Write out the chorus, with all its dated syncopations, and let a 
good hot man play it as written, with the proper rhythmic background, just as hot as he 
can. If it isn’t better swing than the unsyncopated mush most of those babies take your 
dough for, sue me. 

I can give you plenty of examples of old licks that the boys were fond of clowning 
a few years ago. Today those same boys play them seriously, to try to show off how hep 
they are to the tradition, the roots and origins of this newly dignified medium. The 
Dorseys dig’ em out of the trunk and the saps copy. 
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Jazz! What does it mean? Where did the name originate? Who invented this type 
of music? 

The story usually doled out for popular consumption is the one about the 
Dixieland Jazz Band’s job at the Boosters’ club in Chicago. The band, brought up from 
New Orleans, was still unnamed when an old fellow in the audience, stirred to high 
excitement by their shrill, unprecedented style of playing, jumped to his feet and shouted: 
“Come on, boys, jazz it up!” It makes a good story, even when the reciter goes on to 
explain that the word “jazz” was an old vaudeville (!) term, meaning “to stir things up.” 

I dismiss with a leer the canard once attributed – wrongly, I am sure – to Vincent 
Lopez, that he had heard the word “jazz” originated as a corruption of the name of a 
famous drummer called “Chas” – short for “Charles.” 

The invention of this type of music is, on the face of it, an absurdity. The jazz 
idiom evolved – from the rhythmic jungle chants of the descendants of Africans, from the 
coon songs of the early 1900’s – watered-down pabulum for the white man – from the 
melodic innovations of Stale Bread, of w. C. handy, and finally, in its perfected form, 
into the unique melodic treatment of the band that brought it up from New Orleans and 
gave it its final flowering and fillip to fame with their first recordings – Livery Stable 
Blues, Darktown Strutters’ Ball, Some of These Days, Tiger Rag, and so on – The 
original Dixieland Jass Band – as they spelled it on their first record, afterward changing 
the spelling to “Jazz.” 

It is my contention – and I am not wanting as high authorities as the late Leon 
Beiderbecke to concur with me in this – that the original Dixieland Jazz Band was the 
greatest jazz band of all time. I recall Bix’s excitement when I announced that I had 
brought back, from Emile Christian in Paris, English recordings never issued in America 
– The Sphinx, Soudan, My Baby’s Arms – by the Original Dixieland Jazz Band. And I 
think sadly now of half0forgotten nights long ago with the pair of us lolling back in a cab 
at some weird hour before daylight when only fools and musicians are abroad, a little 
drowsy and dreadfully earnest with that extra highball, scoffing and railing at the effete 
prostitutions of the savants of symphonic jazz, the smart guys that were ‘”improving” on 
jazz, and coming back, both of us, invariably to the same basic conclusion: That no band 
had ever surpassed the ensemble playing of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band. 

And Bix knew bands. He had sat, a kid in short pants, at the feet of Louis 
Armstrong and Joe (King) Oliver when those two colored masters of the horn were 
playing choruses that seemed, in sheer telepathy, the work of a single intelligence. He 
had heard the immortal New Orleans Rhythm Kings with Rappolo sobbing out on his 
clarinet a passionate chorus of Tin Roof, tears streaming down his cheeks. He had heard 
the Memphis Five – perhaps the greatest and most prolific recording band of all time, 
with Phil and Jidge and Jack and Jimmie, and Miff, who revolutionized trombone 
playing. And he held, with me, that, in this contest that must inevitably be almost a toss-
up, the Dixieland Band was still tops. 

Why is this band unique? Can its secret be analyzed? I have never seen or heard it 
done but I believe it can be. 

To begin with the Original Dixieland Jazz Band was not an orchestra. It was a 
band, with all the stirring timbre of martial brass, reed and percussion. A fiddle can make 
you weep but try to start a fight with it. 
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Perhaps I can best describe the quality that made this band outstanding if I bring 
you the picture of the first time I heard them in person. 

I had come to New York with the college musical clubs – my first visit I 
remember trying to shave in my room at the Astor, my hand shaking so with incredulous 
elation that I could hardly hold the razor, while I stared at my image in the mirror and 
told myself over and over: “You’re in New York! You’re in New York!” To me, New 
York meant just one thing – the Original Dixieland Jazz Band. 

I had no idea where to look for them, but I headed for Broadway and 42nd Street. 
I’d heard about that. Luck was with me. I found the sign on Broadway in the Fifties: 
Follies-Bergere, Original Dixieland Jazz Band. Going up the carpeted stair, I could hear 
the soft pulse of music and the shuffle of feet. I remember my surprise; I had expected 
loud music, and instead the dancers’ feet almost drowned out the band. 

Inside, a hostess accosted me. I waved her away, found a table, sat down and 
stared. The band’s five men were familiar to me through study of innumerable 
phonograph-record catalogues. Tony Sbarbaro – now Spargo – the drummer, with a 
teddy-bear nodding on his immense bass drum with every beat of the overhead pedal. 
Eddie Edwards, the trombonist. Frank Signorelli, the pianist who followed Ragas, then 
deceased, and who later went with the Memphis Five. Nick La Rocca, the cornetist – not 
trumpeter – slapping rips out of a short horn with his left hand. Larry (Pat) shields, the 
clarinetist, on the end, talking with an entertainer whom, years later, I recognized as 
having been Harry Richman. 

 
The Secret of a Style 

 
By the time I had ordered something, the band was getting ready to play again. I 

thought of the hundred-dollar tips people had flung them at Reisenweber’s. As I watched, 
Nic, the leader, stuck up his horn and blew a couple of soft fast measures of Ostrich 
Walk. He stamped his foot twice; the band eased into it. And right away I spotted the first 
difference. 

Watch any swing band today and observe the amount of effort the musicians put 
into their playing. Each member is trying to outdo the other, and the result is bedlam. 
This band actually loafed along – and sounded incomparably better for it. What was the 
secret? I have never yet seen the explanation in print. Here it is: 

You are doubtless familiar with stop time – the type of music played for buck 
dancers. The band plays only a chopped, skeleton melody, leaving the pauses to be filled 
in by the dancer’s taps. There, in a nutshell, you have the secret of the Dixieland Band’s 
style, and no one, so far, has been smart enough to ape it perfectly. La Rocca’s cornet 
pealed out a stop-time melody; trombone and clarinet filled in the breaks with 
overlapping syncopated phrases. What you hear today is trumpet melody that crowds out 
the other instruments, or that is choked and harsh as a kazoo. 

In this instance, the melody, syncopated and with an occasional embellishment 
added, but never distorted out of easy recognition, was played stop time by LaRocca, the 
cornetist. His phrasing differed from that of the run-of-the-mill trumpeter of today in 
several ways. He played a perfectly round tone, like the bell note of a glockenspiel; he 
played legato, sustaining his notes. Also he played straight – not dotted- eighty notes, and 
he employed syncopations that to this day I have heard no other white man use. 
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Eddie Edwards, the trombonist, also played a style diametrically opposite to that 
in vogue today as exemplified first by Milford Mole, of the Memphis five, and now by 
Tom Dorsey, Jack Teagarden and others – a small-bore, legato style with execution that  
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Of Johnny Dodds, Pat Shields, Sidney Bechet, Jimmie Sarrapede – all right, Lytell – and 
Rappolo. 

What of the forgotten virtuosos whose fame reached only the ears of the initiate? 
Ever head of Brad Gowans? 

I’ll bet nineteen out of twenty swing enthusiasts today never heard of Brad. Well, 
here’s Gowans’ record. He used to be the “one-man-band” in Mal Hallet’s orchestra. 
That is, he used to stand up and play in turn cornet, trombone, clarinet, saxophone, banjo, 
drums, piano. Which, of course, means nothing. The point is: How well did he play 
them? 

 
A Modern Pied Piper 

 
I’ll answer that for you. When the Memphis Five got together again after their 

split-up, they couldn’t get Jimmie Lytell back on clarinet. They had plenty of good men 
to pick from. They picked Brad Gowans. 

Bix Beiderbecke came into Tommy Guinan’s Club one night when Joe Venuti 
had a band there. Grad Gowans was playing cornet – carrying it to work in a greasy paper 
bag because the mouthpiece had got jammed in the neck of the horn. Bix told me 
afterward he got a terrific belt out of Brad’s playing, and Bix, in those days of the 
Wolverines on Broadway, was pretty close to tops. He was tops. 

Last month I dropped into the theatrical club in Boston – a hangout for musicians 
who like their music hot. Brad was there, on – so help me – C-melody saxophone, an 
instrument you can buy in any hockshop for fifteen bucks. Outside of Frank Trumbauer, 
maybe, I can’t think of anyone who has been playing that thing since the heyday of 
Bennie Kreuger. And remember, this Theatrical Club band is one of the hottest in Boston 
– a town which produced more than its share of good hot men. 

That was funny. But funnier still was to come back the following month and find 
Gowans on trombone. And if you don’t think he plays it, drop in and get with. 

When I first used Brad on a job, he was playing trombone. He brought an 
instrument and a pocketful of pipe fittings. Every time we changed key Brad changed 
plumbing. He had joints of every length to change the key of the trombone. He couldn’t 
transpose. But he could play like a fool. 

Red Nichols, the trumpeter, one invited Brad to make a record with the band. 
Brad stayed up the night before and overslept in somebody’s club chair in a hotel room. 
He arrived late at the date, wearing a pieced raccoon coat streaming out open behind him, 
a cornet – as usual, in a paper bag – one spat, and three-odd-days’ growth of beard. The 
band had already run through the number; it was too late to rehearse it again. Red finally 
agreed to let Brad take a break in the last chorus. Brad played him one; Red said it was 
too long, made him cut it. Even what was left was so good that a Broadway pal of Brad’s 
afterward wrote a song with it as theme. You’ve heard the lick hundreds of times. 
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Who remembers Satanic Blues? Or who wrote it? 
In the summer of 1924, a rumor spread in Boston that the Dixieland Jazz Band 

and the Original Memphis Five were to play a battle of music in New Haven. A crowd of 
us – musicians – drove down on the rumored night and could find no trace of the battle. 
Someone suggested that sleepy Hall, then an intercollegiate favorite with his banjo, 
would know if anyone would. The Yale musical clubs were giving a concert that night, 
and we could find Sleep there. 

He told me he had heard nothing of such a contest, and when I had told him who 
we were, asked me what instrument I played? I told him saxophone and clarinet. 

“How’d you like to go to Europe with us?” he asked. “Our tenor man, Rudy 
Vallee” – sleep called it. “Valley” – “wants to go up to Maine this summer, and we’re 
short a man.” 

The first night we got to Paris, we hit Joe Zelli’s. I was listening to the band, not 
paying much attention, when a trombone passage brought me up stiff. I was like a man 
who has seen – or, rather, heard – a ghost. It just couldn’t be. Here we were in Paris, 
France, and I was hearing a trombone played as I had believed only one man in the world 
could play. That man was Eddie Edwards, of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band. And I 
knew Eddie was in America. I’d just left him. 

All excited, I called sleep, asked him to listen. We went over, stood in front of the 
band – a cosmopolitan conglomeration, with a Turk on drums – and watched the 
trombonist. At a particularly brilliant passage, unable to contain myself, I burst out, not 
even stopping to wonder whether the trombonist would understand English: 

“Man! You play just like Eddie Edwards! 
The trombone player stopped. His eyes lit up. “Eddie!” he exclaimed. “Why, he’s 

ma pal!” 
Bursting with excitement, I sat down. Between questions of a man hungry for news from 
home, I learned, in a soft New Orleans drawl, that he was Emile Christian, writer of 
Satanic Blues, who had come to Europe with the Dixieland Jazz Band, and swayed in 
Paris, not returning to America with the rest of the band. Edwards, the original trombone 
player, had riot made the trip. 

 
Funny Noises 

 
In 1932 I saw Emile again in Paris. He was then with Lud Guskin’s orchestra. 

This time he was playing string bass – a mess of it too! 
There are countless other masters of this idiom whose names seem never to have 

reached the ears of the dilettantes. Not infrequently, too, the best men are known to the 
public, not for their real work, but for the spectacular phases of it that show up in a dance 
hall. Witness Louis Armstrong’s high notes and Bix Beiderbecke’s blat breaks – such as 
the one in his chorus of Singin’ the Blues – cheap showmanship which he himself was 
the first to wink at. The crowd around the bandstand liked it, and he gave it to them. 
Funny noises. But they missed, perhaps, the poignant loveliness of the less-spectacular 
choruses, born of the same delicate musical taste that could give us In a Mist. The Public 
is that way. Louis Armstrong plays a hot cornet. He also plays an unutterably sweet 
cornet – a deathless, sad cornet. Never mind his high notes. If he never played above low 
D, he would still be immortal. 
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Has jazz declined? Is swing a diluted, degenerate echo of the music that swept a 
country, a world? Or is it a refinement, an improvement over the crude beginnings of its 
originators? 

I can’t honestly listen to Thomas (Fats) Waller, Benny Goodman, Tom Dorsey 
and Jimmie, and say that jazz has declined. That is, not much. But I stick to my original 
contention that the ensemble playing of jazz bands has lost a quality that recently made 
Ted Weems’ band turn back to the old, mechanically recorded Mourin’ Blues, by the 
Dixieland Band, and take off the arrangement – made before the World War, mind you – 
note for note. Something was there. And somebody was smart enough to recognize it. 

 
Ten Years After 

 
I date the decline of the Dixieland Band’s recordings from the date they decided – 

or it was decided for them – to “improve” the band by adding a saxophone. Even if it was 
Bennie Kreuger, who was one of the most ingenious saxophone players we’ve ever seen 
– though for all-around excellence, I put MacMurray well above him. From that time on, 
the Dixieland recordings lost something they never regained. Margie, Home Again Blues, 
even – none of them came up to the five-piece recordings for really sustained heat. There 
were always those lagging choruses, those soupy breaks. 

A few weeks ago I read in the paper that the Dixieland Band was to give a half-
hour concert over the air from a New York studio long devoted to hot bands. After a 
lapse of some ten years, they had finally succeeded in getting the band together from the 
far corners of the earth. Russell Robinson was to play piano. He had filled in with the 
band in years past. 

When six o’clock came, I was seated in suppressed excitement before the radio 
set. 

Well, they played. Five pieces. I listened, skeptical, hopeful, incredulous. Ten 
years is a long time. Nick La Rocca’s been making money in the lumber business. Eddie 
Edwards sold papers on a stand in Columbus circle. It practically made a communist out 
of me when I heard about that. But time had stood still this once. It was the Dixieland 
Band. In all its excellence. Oh, perhaps a trifle rough in spots - the heavy drums, very 
foundation of the rhythm, critically missing – the men a little stage-struck even, after all 
these years to find themselves once more on top of the world, recognized by the scholars 
of swing as a force to be reckoned with. But still tops for my dough. 

I seem to remember once hearing that the Dixieland Band made a recording of 
Satanic Blues with Tony’s unsurpassed kazoo – a record which was never issued. I am 
afraid someone is about to blunder – has blundered – again. Halfway through they 
program, listeners were told they were going from now on, to be able to listen to the 
Dixieland Band any time – a new and “improved” Dixieland Band. I felt it coming. 

With a great sales talk about the fourteen-piece augmented Dixieland Band 
recordings, the announcer played the new record. What I heard might have been a house 
band, to all intents and purposes. They played both melody and harmony of Tiger Rag 
wrong. Compare the original version. The enthusiast who asks for bread will get a stone. 
These, of course, are my opinions. 
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I wish the record companies would give the public exactly what it buys Dixieland 
Jazz Band records for. We have unnumbered symphonic jazz orchestras. We have only 
one Original Dixieland Jazz Band. For heaven’s sake, let us have it. 
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