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Scott Joplin is best known as the "King of Ragtime." Developed in saloons and 
brothels, ragtime was an early jazz form that, naturally, was not heard by most 
"respectable" black people—and most white people. Joplin's achievement was to write 
many beautiful, well-crafted "rags" that were published and promoted to a wider 
audience, helping to develop and publicize this unique American musical form. 
One of Joplin's biggest hits was the "Maple Leaf Rag," which sold over a million copies 
in sheet music. This piece is said to have started the "ragtime madness," which made 
this musical form overwhelmingly popular in both the United States and Europe. 
Joplin also wrote waltzes, marches, and ragtime opera. Most famous of such works is 
the extraordinary Treemonisha, which was a failure in his time but a success later. 
Possibly, audiences of his time were not ready to accept a grand opera written by a black 
composer. Today, Joplin is recognized as a great composer and in 1976, he was awarded 
a posthumous Pulitzer Prize. In 1983 he was honored with a commemorative stamp. 
Scott Joplin was born in Texarkana, Texas, the son of Giles Joplin, a former slave who 
had played the fiddle at his owner's parties, and Florence Givens Joplin, a freeborn 
black woman who sang and played banjo. Joplin, two sisters, and three brothers all grew 
up in this musical household, where Joplin soon developed a reputation as a child 
prodigy on the piano. 
 

When Giles Joplin left his wife and six children, Florence went to work as a 
cleaning woman. She took her son Scott with her and managed to get permission for 
him to practice piano at the houses where she worked. White citizens of Texarkana were 
soon very impressed with the young Scott, and one legendary German music teacher 
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reportedly volunteered to teach him the European style and method. This may or may 
not be true, but we know that many people did offer to teach him basic music theory as 
well as piano playing, and that Joplin's music reflected a strong classical European 
background in harmony and composition. 
 

As a teenager, Joplin played at churches, bars, and brothels—the only places that 
a black musician was allowed to play in late 19th-century America. Finally he left home 
and traveled throughout the South, playing in bars and bordellos, absorbing the ragtime 
music, both black and white, that was being played at the time. 
Joplin eventually settled in Sedalia, Missouri, where he played at the Maple Leaf Club 
and attended George R. Smith College to study music. He performed in honky-tonks 
(dance halls that often accommodated prostitution) and saloons (which featured 
gambling and prostitution), but he was also warmly received in more conventional 
venues, and he eventually turned to vaudeville (a type of entertainment similar to our 
variety shows, which featured singing, dancing, music, and joke-telling). He also began 
to compose music. 
 

Joplin's first compositions were sentimental songs, but later he created the 
ragtime melodies for which he is known today. In 1899, he published Original 
Rags, marking a turning point in his work. Also in that year, the "Maple Leaf Rag" was 
published and became the rage. With the money he made from "Maple Leaf 
Rag," Joplin stopped working in saloons and concentrated on composing. This was 
made possible because Joplin had an unusual financial arrangement—his white 
publisher agreed to pay him a percentage of the money derived from the sale of his 
music. It was much more common for black composers to sell their work outright. They 
would receive a fixed amount, and the white publishers would get everything else, no 
matter how many copies were sold, nor how many times the music was publicly 
performed. 
 

Joplin's new prosperity may have led to his marriage, in 1900, to Belle Hayden, 
with whom he went to live in St. Louis. Joplin settled down there to teach, study, and 
compose music. 
I 

n 1905, when the marriage ended, he left St. Louis and apparently disappeared 
for two years, until his arrival in New York in 1907. No one knows where he was during 
that time, but some believe that he was working on Treemonisha, his second opera. (His 
first, A Guest of Honor, was performed in 1903 in St. Louis, but the music itself seems to 
have vanished. Perhaps Joplin felt it wasn't good enough and destroyed all copies.) 
Joplin spent years trying to get Treemonisha accepted by a publisher or an opera 
company, but even his popularity and commercial success were not enough to guarantee 
success in the world of opera. Finally, in 1911, he tried publishing it himself, which was a 
very discouraging task. Joplin continued to face one failure after another. 
In 1909, Joplin married Lottie Stokes, who supported him through all of his efforts 
with Treemonisha. She watched him try to stage the opera personally, only to fail each 
time. Joplin was also losing his mental capacities to syphilis. In 1916, Joplin's wife 
realized that the disease was too far advanced and she finally had him committed to 
Manhattan State Hospital. He died there on April 1, 1917. 



 
At that time, ragtime was about to give way to newer forms of jazz. But in the 

1970s, Joplin's music enjoyed a rebirth, with a new popularity and appreciation, 
especially as the basis for the movie soundtrack of The Sting. Eventually, in 1972, 
even Treemonisha was performed, to critical acclaim. 
In 1976, Joplin was awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Prize for his compositions. 
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