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And everything was âĬűǣŽƜŘɤɤɤʇ
 
This sweeping musical portrait of early-twentieth-century America tells 
the story of three families in pursuit of the American Dream. 
 
Written by the award-winning composer/lyricist team of Stephen Flaherty and Lynn 
Ahrens (¼ƞŊŘ Ʃƞ ÷ŸŽǗ qǗƓĬƞőɟ êŘǫǗǗŽŊĬƓɟʉ and ¥ǫŊƐȉ êǣŽŰŰʉ), and noted playwright 
Terrence McNally, and based on E.L. Doctorow's distinguished novel, âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ is the 
winner of the 1998 Tony Awards for Best Score, Book and Orchestrations, and both 
the Drama Desk and Outer Critics Circle Awards for Best Musical and Best Score.  
 
At the dawn of a new century, everything is changing, and anything is possible. Set 
in the volatile melting pot of turn-of-the-century New York, three distinctly American 
tales are woven together: that of a stifled upper-class wife, a determined Jewish 
immigrant, and a daring young Harlem musician. They are united by their courage, 
compassion, and belief in the promise of the future. Together they confront history's 
timeless contradictions of wealth and poverty, freedom and prejudice, hope and 
despair, and what it means to live in America. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ Study Guide Compiled by the Live Arts Ragtime Dramaturgy team 
Shelby Marie Edwards, Geri Schirmer, and Michael Swanberg 
 
With contributions from and editing by Education Director Miller Murray Susen  
with assistance from Live Arts Intern Alicia Zheng 
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Full Synopsis 

Act One 
We are introduced to the social and political climate of the United States in the early 
twentieth century by meeting a parade of characters – famous celebrities and 
private citizens of the time. First, we visit New Rochelle, New York, to meet a 
well-to-do white family: Mother, Father, their Little Boy, Mother's Younger Brother 
and Grandfather.  Next, we go to Harlem to meet Coalhouse Walker, Jr., a ragtime 
pianist, and his admirers. Immigrants arrive at Ellis Island, where we meet Tateh, an 
artist who makes silhouettes, and his Little Girl. The lives of these three American 
families are entwined with Booker T. Washington, Harry Houdini, J.P. Morgan, Henry 
Ford, Evelyn Nesbit, and Emma Goldman. Whites, African Americans, immigrants, 
and celebrities are set on a collision course from the opening number ("Ragtime"). 
 
Father is accompanying Admiral Peary on a trip to the North Pole. At the dock, he 
consoles Mother that everything will be the same upon his return, but Mother is not 
convinced ("Goodbye My Love"). On its way out of the harbor, Father's ship passes a 
rag ship filled with immigrants, arriving in New York. Tateh and the Little Girl are on 
board. Tateh and Father wave to one another; Father admires the immigrants for 
their naive bravery in coming to a new land, and Tateh questions Father's reasons 
for leaving the place that he has worked so hard to find. Simultaneously, Mother 
wonders what this year without her husband will bring ("Journey On"). 
Mother's Younger Brother is in love with Evelyn Nesbit. He is frustrated and lost, 
searching for meaning in his life and hoping to find it in her. Her show is a vaudeville 
act that tells the true story of her lover's murder by her famous husband ("Crime of 
the Century"). Younger Brother goes to all of her shows. One day, after the show, 
Younger Brother approaches her, but she dismisses him. 
 
The scene shifts to Mother and the Little Boy in the garden. The Little Boy wants to 
see Houdini, as he has a cryptic message for him: "Warn the duke." While she 
begins to read her Father's letter, mother makes a shocking discovery – there is a 
newborn African-American child buried in the flowerbed. The police arrive on the 
premises with Sarah, the mother of the child. Rather than let Sarah go to prison, 
Mother takes Sarah and the child into her own home ("What Kind of Woman"). 
 
With many other immigrants, Tateh and The Little Girl disembark at Ellis Island, full 
of hope ("America"). Tateh sets up his business on the Lower East Side, selling paper 
silhouettes of celebrities for a nickel each. Emma Goldman chastises him for selling 
one of J.P. Morgan, the epitome of capitalism. J.P. Morgan enters the scene and 
metaphorically crushes the immigrants, but Harry Houdini magically swoops in as 
an emblem of immigrant triumph. Time passes, Tateh becomes less idealistic – he is 
still poor and the Little Girl is sick. When a man tries to buy the Little Girl, Tateh has 
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reached rock bottom. He swears to make a better life for himself and his child 
("Success"). 
 
Far Uptown, the people of Harlem celebrate the great musician, Coalhouse Walker, 
Jr. ("His Name Was Coalhouse Walker"). He tells his friends the story of how he 
loved and lost Sarah, but reveals that he's just found out where she might be living 
and is determined to win her back ("Getting' Ready Rag"). Henry Ford appears to tell 
us of his new method of mass production and his most famous product – the Model 
T ("Henry Ford"). A new car rolls off of the assembly line, and Coalhouse drives off in 
search of Sarah. 
 
Back in New Rochelle, Mother and the Little Boy wait at the train station, on their 
way to New York City to take care of the family business while Father is away. 
Tateh and the Little Girl wait across the tracks for a train to Boston. Mother and 
Tateh greet one another, and Tateh is surprised to be treated with respect ("Nothing 
Like the City"). The Little Boy has a premonition that they will see Tateh and the 
Little Girl again, but Mother tells him that is absurd. 
 
On his way to New Rochelle, Coalhouse encounters a group of hostile volunteer 
firemen who threaten him for being cocky by driving past them in his new car. 
Meanwhile, Sarah, living in Mother's attic, begs her infant's forgiveness for her 
desperation – trying to explain what drove her to such an unimaginable act ("Your 
Daddy's Son"). When Coalhouse arrives at Mother's home, Sarah will not see him. 
Coalhouse returns every Sunday for weeks, wooing Sarah with his ragtime tunes 
and winning over Mother, Grandfather and the Little Boy ("The Courtship"). Father 
returns from the North Pole to find a very different household from the one he left. 
He cannot wrap his head around the facts that his wife is independent, his family is 
accepting of the African-American courtship happening in his living room and there 
is ragtime music coming from his piano ("New Music"). 
 
Finally, Sarah comes down to see Coalhouse and they reunite. Coalhouse tells Sarah 
of his admiration for Booker T. Washington's achievements and, together, he and 
Sarah imagine a future for their child ("Wheels of a Dream"). Meanwhile, in 
Lawrence, Massachusetts, Tateh has lost sight of the American dream and now 
works at a mill 64 hours a week. In Union Square, Emma Goldman tries to generate 
a strike against the oppressive mill owners. Younger Brother happens to hear her 
speech and is energized to the cause of workers rights – he finally has something in 
which to believe ("The Night That Goldman Spoke in Union Square"). 
 
A violent labor strike erupts in Lawrence. Tateh intends to put The Little Girl on a 
train to a safer place, with other children and a chaperone. However, she is so 
distraught that he jumps on the train with her. He soothes her terror with a flipbook 
of silhouettes that he has made ("Gliding"). The train conductor notices the book of 
moving silhouettes and buys it for his own child. Tateh sees this as a wonderful new 

4 



 

business idea. 
 
Coalhouse once again encounters the volunteer firemen, and, this time, they do more 
than threaten him. As Booker T. Washington gives a speech about rising above and 
holding fast, the men destroy Coalhouse's car. Coalhouse moves through the legal 
channels in search of justice for this crime against him, but he is denied at every 
avenue ("Justice"). He postpones his marriage to Sarah until the matter is resolved. 
Sarah, out of desperation and naiveté, tries to seek help from a visiting Vice 
Presidential candidate but is clubbed to death by police, who suspect her of having 
a gun ("President"). Act One closes with the anger and grief of Sarah's funeral ("Till 
We Reach That Day"). 

Act Two 
Coalhouse mourns the loss of Sarah ("Coalhouse's Soliloquy"). Seeking vengeance, 
he shoots three of the firemen who trashed his car, burns their firehouse and 
demands that the fire chief, Willy Conklin, be brought to justice ("Coalhouse 
Demands"). 
 
A group of young men joins Coalhouse as he strikes out against the system. Booker 
T. Washington publicly condemns Coalhouse's actions. Father goes to the police to 
tell them what he knows about Coalhouse. Younger Brother, who is moved by the 
plight of the oppressed and angry about the injustice done to Coalhouse, erupts at 
Father for working against Coalhouse. He storms out of the house in anger, and 
Mother, who is still caring for Sarah and Coalhouse's baby, is deeply upset. In 
reaction, Father takes the Little Boy to a baseball game. But even this has changed 
and is now a game, not just for upper class whites, but for immigrants, too ("What a 
Game"). Meanwhile, Coalhouse's band of men sets fires around the city. Reporters 
besiege the family in New Rochelle. Father, thinking that it is time to get away, takes 
the family to Atlantic City, where Evelyn Nesbit and Houdini both happen to be 
starring attractions ("Let's Run Away to Atlantic City"). 
 
In Atlantic City, we discover that Tateh is now a famous film director and has 
recreated himself as Baron Ashkenazy. His daughter, healthy and beautifully 
dressed, is by his side. Once again, Tateh meets Mother and tells her the story of his 
success ("Buffalo Nickel Photoplay, Inc."). 
 
Later, the Little Boy asks Houdini for his autograph and gives him the message: 
"Warn the duke." Houdini is confused and intrigued, but the Little Boy runs off. The 
Little Girl and Little Boy play together as Tateh and Mother watch from the 
boardwalk ("Our Children"). Tateh reveals his humble origins to Mother, who is 
moved by his honesty. 
 
In Harlem, Younger Brother searches for Coalhouse and, although the residents are 
distrustful of him, one of Coalhouse's men takes him to Coalhouse's hideout. 

5 



 

Meanwhile, drawn by laughter and dancing in a club, Coalhouse thinks of the first 
time that he met Sarah ("Sarah Brown Eyes"). A blindfolded Younger Brother is 
brought to Coalhouse's den. Younger Brother wants to express his sympathy for 
Coalhouse's actions but all he can manage to do is offer his knowledge of explosives 
("He Wanted to Say"). Coalhouse focuses his rage by taking over J.P. Morgan's 
Library. He threatens to blow up the library and all of its treasures, as well as himself 
and all of his men, one of whom is now Younger Brother. Father tells Mother that he 
has volunteered to act as a negotiator, and Mother realizes that this experience has 
irrevocably changed their relationship ("Back to Before"). 
 
Coalhouse and his men barricade themselves inside the library. Emma Goldman 
applauds this, but Booker T. Washington deplores these actions. Father tells the 
authorities that Booker T. Washington is the only man to whom Coalhouse will 
listen. Booker T. is sent into the library to speak with Coalhouse. He chides 
Coalhouse, both for risking the lives of the young men around him, while leaving his 
own son to be raised by white men, and for endangering the position of all African 
Americans by making them seem hot-headed and violent ("Look What You've 
Done"). He assures Coalhouse that, if he surrenders, he will have a fair trial and a 
forum for his opinions. Coalhouse negotiates the safe passage of his men, including 
Younger Brother, while Father remains behind in the library. The men protest his 
decision, but he explains to them that the only way to win the fight is to go out into 
the world and tell their story ("Make Them Hear You"). When Coalhouse is left alone 
with Father, he asks about his son. Father promises a safe end to the standoff, but, 
when Coalhouse exits the building to surrender, he is shot dead by authorities. 
The era of ragtime ends. The characters come forward, one by one, to tell us the end 
of their stories: Younger Brother joins the revolutionary Emiliano Zapata, Emma 
Goldman is deported, Booker T. Washington establishes the Tuskegee Institute, 
Evelyn Nesbit fades into obscurity, Houdini has the one true mystical experience of 
his life when he is performing in Sarajevo and the duke is shot, Grandfather dies and 
Father is killed during wartime. Finally, Mother and Tateh marry and move to 
California with their children. 
 
As the curtain falls, Little Coalhouse runs into Mother's arms, and men and women 
of all nationalities – and races – join Mother on the stage ("Epilogue"). 
 
êƩǫǏŊŘɞ ŸǣǣǌǗɞɪɪȃȃȃɤƜǣŽǗŸƩȃǗɤŊƩƜɪǏĬűǣŽƜŘɷȂŘǏǗŽƩƞɷȥʇ
 

ʇ ʇ
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âĬűǣŽƜŘ ʉHistorical 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 industry. 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 occasions. He bequeathed much of his large art 
collection to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City and to the 
Wadsworth Atheneum of Hartford, Connecticut. 
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Evelyn Nesbit 
December 25, 1884 – January 17, 1967 
 
An American artists’ model and chorus girl, noted for her entanglement in the 
murder of her ex-lover, architect Stanford White, by her first husband, Harry Kendall 
Thaw. 
 
 
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 designed 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 Kendall Thaw over their mutual 
relationship with Evelyn Nesbit, leading to a widely-reported trial. 
 
êƩǫǏŊŘɞ ŸǣǣǌǗɞɪɪȃȃȃɤǌŊǗɤƩǏűɪĬǗǗŘǣǗɪǫǌƓƩĬőǗɪǏŘǗƩǫǏŊŘɷűǫŽőŘǗɪâŘǗƩǫǏŊŘeǫŽőŘɷâĬűǣŽƜŘɤǌőŰʇ
 

Emma Goldman 
June 27, 1869 – May 14, 1940 

An anarchist political activist and writer.  She played a pivotal role in the 
development of anarchist political philosophy in North America and Europe in the 
first half of the 20th century. 
Goldman's deep commitment to the ideal of absolute freedom led her to espouse a 
wide range of controversial causes. A fiery orator and a gifted writer, she became a 
passionate advocate of freedom of expression, sexual freedom and birth control, 
equality and independence for women, radical education, union organization and 
workers' rights. 
 
Support for these ideas—many of which were unpopular with mainstream 
America—earned Goldman the enmity of powerful political and economic 
authorities. Known as "exceedingly dangerous" and one of the two most dangerous 
anarchists in America, she was often harassed or arrested while lecturing, and 
sometimes banned outright from speaking. Insisting on the right to express herself in 
the face of overwhelming odds, Goldman became a prominent figure in the 
establishment of the right to freedom of speech in America. 
 
êƩǫǏŊŘɞ ʉĖŽƐŽǌŘőŽĬ Ĭƞő ȃȃȃɤƍȃĬɤƩǏűɪȃƩƜŘƞƩŰȂĬƓƩǏɪeƩƓőƜĬƞʇ
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Booker T. Washington (Booker Taliaferro Washington) 
c. 1856 – November 14, 1915 
 
An American educator, author, orator, and advisor to presidents of the United 
States. Between 1890 and 1915, Washington was the dominant leader in the 
African-American community. 
Washington was from the last generation of black American leaders born into 
slavery. He was a key proponent of African-American businesses and one of the 
founders of the National Negro Business League. His base was the Tuskegee 
Institute, a historically black college in Alabama. He called for black progress 
through education and entrepreneurship, rather than trying to challenge directly the 
Jim Crow segregation and the disenfranchisement of black voters in the South. 
Washington mobilized a nationwide coalition of middle-class blacks, church leaders, 
and white philanthropists and politicians, with a long-term goal of building the 
community's economic strength and pride by a focus on self-help and schooling.  
êƩǫǏŊŘɞ ĖŽƐŽǌŘőŽĬ 
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From the Live Arts âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ Dramaturgs  
At A Glance 
By Shelby Marie Edwards  
 
êŸŘƓŉȉ ¯ĬǏŽŘ LőȃĬǏőǗ ŽǗ Ĭ ¯ĬǗǣŘǏǗ ǗǣǫőŘƞǣ Ĭǣ ǣŸŘ þƞŽȂŘǏǗŽǣȉ ƩŰ =ŸŽŊĬűƩ ǗǣǫőȉŽƞű ǣŸŘʇ
lǫƜĬƞŽǣŽŘǗ ȃŽǣŸ Ĭƞ ŘƜǌŸĬǗŽǗ Žƞ ÷ŸŘĬǣǏŘ Ĭƞő ßŘǏŰƩǏƜĬƞŊŘ êǣǫőŽŘǗɤ 
 
Theatre is a mirror of reality… 
In every theatrical play we find characters in pursuit of an objective. This objective 
can be as benign as the chore of folding towels or as intense as stealing a loaf of 
bread for survival. In âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ, we find characters working at the extremes of 
emotion and objective. There are thousands of objectives within âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ. We see 
characters looking for the following: 

Love - Purpose - Survival -  Acceptance - Justice -  Revenge 
 

Faith: Is there a right way to combat justice? 
Many of the characters in âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ are fighting for the same objective, but doing so 
using different strategies. Most, though not all, of the characters are fighting for 
justice. Justice, in this context, is defined as fairness or an outcome that is felt to be 
morally correct (whether or not these outcomes align with the law). 
Booker T. Washington is a real life historical figure who appears as a character in 
âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ. In his time, Washington was satisfied with racial segregation, believing 
that black people could live a purposeful life within the constraints of laws like the 
Jim Crow racial segregation and voting disenfranchisement laws. Martin Luther King 
could be seen as Washington’s intellectual heir. In the show, the character of 
Coalhouse Walker takes a different tact. His approach is more closely aligned with 
Malcom X’s “by any means necessary” mentality. 
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<ƩƩƐŘǏ ÷ ĖĬǗŸŽƞűǣƩƞ ȂǗɤ =ƩĬƓŸƩǫǗŘ ĖĬƓƐŘǏ ĬǗ ǌƩǏǣǏĬȉŘő Ĭǣ ¥ŽȂŘ !ǏǣǗ ŉȉ ¡ŽƜ ĖȉƞǣƩƞɟ Žƞ Ĭʇ

ǌŸƩǣƩűǏĬǌŸ ŉȉ ¯ĬǏǣȉƞ £ȉƓŘɤ  
 

The answer is... 
I encourage all audience members to use this lens when evaluating the actions of 
characters in âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ: What are their objectives, how to do they manifest 
themselves through action, and what are the consequences? Only then can we 
begin to judge for ourselves the morality behind actions. Extremism is not 
necessarily needed for social progress, but the existence of extremes of opinion 
creates space for dialogue, change, and the chance to acknowledge the power of 
systemic wounds. In my personal ideology, I don’t believe that there exists one right 
way to combat injustice. In the same breath, I do believe that there are wrong ways 
of fighting for justice.  
 

In Conclusion... 
âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ masterfully wrestles with issues relating to class, race, sex, and 
socioeconomic status in America. One of the most beautiful aspects of the script is 
that all the characters are pursuing their own individualized American dream, 
maneuvering through the particular hardships they were born into. Although more 
than 100 years have passed since the time of âĬűǣŽƜŘʉ, there are a striking number 
of similarities to issues we face today. This show continues to be fresh and relevant, 
and asks us to challenge our assumptions at every turn.  
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