Exploring Ragtime Revival: An Analysis of William Bolcom’s
‘The Garden of Eden’

%{ntrqduc.tiond. A o . i the 1890 The third movement, The Serpent’s Kiss, 1s the most well-known piece in the set and
agtime 1s a distinctly American musical genre that emerged 1n the S, . . . . o is described as a “Rag Fantasy.” Bolcom credits the term to his colleague William
roolte;l. n Af;lcan ?msrlcalt.l comImu.nlt.lfews anci kpof\lzvn for C1ts synco(Il)atl)tled by Kelly Kal Ll Y()Ilg, TEXZIS State Uanel‘Slty, kEllyykl38@hOtmall. cCom Albright, who first used it in his own ragtime compositions. A rag fantasy extends the
melodics and steady bass lines. 1t significantly mfluenced jazz and dlues. traditional rag form, allowing composers greater freedom and creativity in their
After fac.ling ir} pppularity, ragtime experi.enced a revival in the 1?705> led.by musical expression. The piece begins withga mysterious and suspenseﬁill atmosphere,
ﬁgur§s like W111¥am BOIOCOH}- Bolcom uniquely blended popular idioms with _ perfectly capturing the serpent’s arrival. The melody in the left hand cleverly
cla§s1cal forms, integrating _]fIZZ, folk, rock, and more. | | The Garden of Eden G 2a-950 © 0ﬂ FEx-I_lfl_ represents the serpent’s flickering tongue.
This study analyzes Bolcom’s The Garden of Eden, a suite of four piano rags, Completed in 1969, The Garden of Eden is a set of four — ‘ ’ )
examining how his work reflects traditional ragtime while showcasing a piano rags that showcase a variety of musical styles. Bolcom W///H// |E @ @ | W] t ,
modern, genre-blending approach. weaves these pieces together into a “rag fantasy,” drawing A< III. THE SERPENT’S KISS

inspiration from the biblical story of Genesis. Each section @/ E E %Nm Rag Fantasy

of the work reflects a different element of the story’s setting,
bringing the tale to life through music.
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Background

William Elden Bolcom (b. 1938) is an American composer and pianist, known for
blending classical music with popular styles like ragtime. He taught composition at the
University of Michigan (1973-2008) and was a key figure in the ragtime revival.
Bolcom discovered Joplin’s scores, including Treemonisha, in 1966, inspiring him to
compose rags. His well-known Graceful Ghost Rag (1971) was written in memory of
his father. He also collaborated with William Albright and drew inspiration from Eubie
Blake’s stride piano style.

His works include The Garden of Eden Suite, Nine Bagatelles, and operas like A View
from the Bridge. Bolcom’s music spans cabaret, ¢tudes, and musical theater, showing
his passion for merging diverse styles.
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Conclusion

William Bolcom’s The Garden of Eden 1s a
brilliant blend of traditional ragtime and modern
musical ideas. While he incorporates familiar
ragtime elements like syncopation, stride
accompaniment, and classic song forms, Bolcom
also brings in his own unique harmonic style and
performance techniques. Each movement portrays
different aspects of the biblical story, from the
lively and rhythmic Old Adam to the slow and
bluesy The External Feminine, the mysterious and
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The piece showcases frequent shifts in musical expression and texture, with striking
contrasts between sections. It features wide leaps in chords and octaves, rapid running
passages and complex rhythms. The dynamics change abruptly, often without gradual
crescendos or decrescendos. Additionally, the piece includes unexpected tempo
changes throughout, which is uncommon from the conventions of traditional ragtime.
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