

















The World
of Ragtime

the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments, as well as the Civil
Rights Act 0f 1875, provided many new freedoms. However,
rights began to whittle away after Reconstruction ended in
1877. The end of the 19th century saw the rise of Jim Crow
laws in the South, where 90% of African Americans lived

at the time. Supreme Court Rulings like Plessy v. Ferguson
in 1896, which upheld a Louisiana law segregating train
cars, paved the way for legal discrimination throughout the
South. Lynching was a common practice and “progressive”
reforms made it easier to deny African American’s voting
rights. It was not until 1815 with Guinn v. United States when
the Supreme Court began to strike down some of the laws,
although Plessy v. Ferguson would have to wait until 1954’s
Brown v. Board of Education to be overturned. Still, the era
was not without its victories, the Niagara Movement lead by
W.E.B. DuBois and William Monroe Trotter resulted in the
formation of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909. Booker T. Washington,
one of Ragtime’s characters, became a prominent and influ-
ential African American leader and founded the Tuskegee
institute in 1881 to educate blacks. The onset of World War 11
saw the beginning of the Great Migration, as many southern
Blacks headed north to find industrial jobs and escape the
violent racial oppression in the South.

Ragtime music was an important element of the Progressive
Era soundtrack. The African American piano style origi-
nated in the Midwest and South sometime in the late 1880’s
or early 1890’s. One of its defining characteristics is heavily
syncopated or “ragged” rhythms. The style grew out of the
Cakewalk, a popular African American dance competition of
the time named for the prize commonly given to the winner.
Composer Scott Joplin popularized Ragtime in 1899 with
the release of his classic “Maple Leaf Rag.”

Vaudeville was a popular theatrical genre of variety enter-
tainment in the United States and Canada from the early
1880’s to the early 1930’s. Acts were diverse and unrelated,;
they included everything from classical and popular musi-
cians to one-act plays, trained animals, magicians and acro-
bats. By the late 1890s Vaudeville had large circuits, houses
(small and large) in almost every sizable location, standard-
ized booking, broad pools of skilled acts, and a loyal national
following. New York City’s Palace Theatre was the most
prestigious of the Vaudeville venues. Evelyn Nesbit became
a Vaudeville performer after her husband Harry K. Thaw
murdered her lover Stanford White.



WHO'S
WHO

Henry Ford
July 30,1863 - April 7,1947

The American founder of the Ford
Motor Company and father of
modern assembly lines used in mass
production. His introduction of the
Model T automobile revolutionized
transportation and American indus-
try. He was a prolific inventor and
was awarded 161 U.S. patents.

Matthew Henson
August 6, 1866 - March 9, 1955

An African American explorer and
associate of Robert Peary during
various expeditions, the most famous
being a 1909 expedition which
claimed to be the first to reach the
Geographic North Pole.

Harry Houdini
March 24, 1874 - October 31, 1926,
born Ehrich Weiss

A Jewish-Hungarian-American
magician and escapologist, stunt
performer, actor and film producer,
as well as a skeptic and investigator
of spiritualists.



J.P. Morgan
April 17, 1837 - March 31, 1913

An American financier, banker

and art collector who dominated
corporate finance and industrial
consolidation during his time. He is
widely credited with having saved or
rescued the U.S. national economy in
general—and the federal government
in particular—on two separate oc-
casions. He bequeathed much of his
large art collection to the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art in New York City
and to the Wadsworth Atheneum of
Hartford, Connecticut.

Evelyn Nesbit
December 25,1884 - January 17, 1967

An American artists’ model and
chorus girl, noted for her entangle-
ment in the murder of her ex-lover,
architect Stanford White, by her first
husband, Harry Kendall Thaw.

Harry K. Thaw
(February 12, 1871 - February 22, 1947)

A son of Pittsburgh coal and rail-
road baron William Thaw, brother
of South Fork Fishing and Hunting
Club member Benjamin Thaw. He

is best known for the murder of
architect Stanford White at Madison
Square Garden in 1906 over their
mutual relationship with Evelyn
Nesbit, and the sensational trial that
followed. Thaw was a violent and
paranoid man who was known as a
womanizer.

Charles S. Whitman

Served as Republican Governor

of New York from January 1915 to
December 1918. Prior to his election
as governor, he served as a New York
City municipal judge and as Man-
hattan District Attorney. As District
Attorney, he gained national fame in
prosecuting New York City Police Lt.
Charles Becker for the July 16, 1912
murder of Times Square gambling
house operator Herman Rosenthal.

Stanford White
November 9, 1853 - June 25, 1906

An American architect and partner
in the architectural firm of McKim,
Mead, and White, the frontrunner
among Beaux-Arts firms. He de-
signed a long series of houses for the
rich and the very rich, and various
public, institutional, and religious
buildings, some of which can be
found to this day in places like Sea
Gate, Brooklyn. His design
principles embodied the “American
Renaissance”. In 1906 White was
murdered by millionaire Harry Ken-
dall Thaw over their mutual relation-
ship with Evelyn Nesbit, leading to a
widely-reported trial.
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Discussion Questions and Exploration Activities
Compiled by Maggie Ruble

1. Relate the events of the play “Ragtime” to events in the media today, then, compare and contrast. Make an argument for or
against the idea of societal progression since the 1900s in the area of racial discrimination.

2. America in the 1900s was a difficult landscape for both African Americans and immigrants- compare and contrast the ex-
periences of these two groups. Was the mutual struggle the only reason for the friendship between the families in the play?
Or was this a deeper level of human understanding?

3. The bonds of family and friendship were tested and ultimately broken multiple times in this play- analyze the qualities that
kept the friendships and families that were able to survive, together. Are there universal characteristics of strong friend-
ships, or is it all dependant on the circumstances of the peoples lives?

4. The characters in this play risked a lot on friendship and lost in the end- describe a time you took a risk in forming a
friendship, whether it ended for good or bad. Was this risk worth it in the end? What made it worth the risk or pain, or con-
versely what made it not worth it?
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