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Conductor, pianist and educator William Appling was
grounded in a traditional European music education, his
piano teachers claiming direct lineage to Franz Liszt and
Artur Schnabel, and he spent his professional life teaching
and conducting the classical repertoire, particularly champi-
oning the works of contemporary American composers. 

In 1987, a freshman at Western Reserve Academy in
Hudson, Ohio, signed up for piano lessons with a heated desire
to learn only one piece: Scott Joplin’s Solace. Although it was
a rare occurrence for a student to hold sway, Appling agreed,
though with one caveat: that the boy study from the collected
works edition. When the student graduated, the book was left
to idle in a practice room. It later got packed with Appling’s
music library where it stayed in a box in his Poughkeepsie,
New York, basement for over ten years.  

Rendered unable to pedal by a 1996 surgical mishap, Appling had been dealing with his devastation and
anger by focusing exclusively on J.S. Bach’s works for keyboard. The music of Bach had been paramount
throughout his life. He had taught a wide range of the solo keyboard works to his piano students, played and
conducted numerous concertos and other orchestral music, and had performed Bach’s choral works with all
of his choruses—high school, college and professional—over many years. While his frustration at being
unable to use the pedal was great, he was thankful that playing Bach did not require its use. 

One afternoon, during one of his many rummagings through the basement’s holdings, he came upon the Joplin
book. Reading it cover to cover, he was astonished at what he’d found, remorseful that he hadn’t discovered
it sooner, but immediately fired with the single purpose of getting this man and his works “out there with the
best of the well-known European composers.” He felt a personal empathy with Joplin’s struggle and under-
stood well his persistence and compelling drive to create work after work in the face of society’s oppression. 

As he intimately explored each composition, Appling was amazed at the complexity of Joplin’s works, his
harmonic genius and exquisite sense of musical balance. The precision of the voicings in several piano works
led him to believe that Joplin had intended them for small musical ensemble. And as Bach and Joplin began
to demand equal time in Appling’s daily piano work, he soon discovered striking similarities in their music.
Though pianists had rarely programmed their works together in recital (and perhaps never before on a record-
ing), he felt the music of each perfectly complemented the other. He was passionate to have people hear that
the two composers were comparable in the caliber of their work—two geniuses writing at the highest level.
The idea for performances and a recording pairing the music of Scott Joplin and J.S. Bach was born. 

For the recording, Appling decided he would include two major keyboard compositions by Bach, the Italian
Concerto and the Partita No. 1 in B-flat, works that he had lived with and played throughout his life. He then
carefully considered the works by Joplin, wanting to make sure he was represented not only by several of his
finest rags, but also by two waltzes that he particularly admired: The Augustan Club Waltzes and Binks’
Waltz. Among the rags he chose were Joplin’s last surviving composition, Magnetic Rag, the groundbreaking
Elite Syncopations, and the “syncopated two-step” Euphonic Sounds. The seven pieces performed here give
a vivid picture of Joplin’s remarkable range and depth. 

Appling’s former piano student, Peter Natwick from Portland, Oregon, hearing of Appling’s latest project,
called him. Peter himself was now a longtime Joplin fan, and many hours of discussion and playing over the
phone ensued. Eventually, Appling asked him to sketch some notes for the planned recordings. Peter wrote: 

One hundred years ago ragtime took America by storm. In 1904, performers and
composers flocked to the St. Louis Exposition to entertain the visitors who then carried
the craze across the country and across the Atlantic to Europe. The captivating music
and unique dance steps (particularly the cake walk) became a fad of the high society
and nobility of the day. It was a far cry from the cake walk’s origins when slaves orig-
inated it to imitate their masters strutting around. The complexity and popularity of
ragtime created a demand for improved pianos, player pianos, and piano instructors.

Scott Joplin, a composer and performer, defined the ragtime style and set the
standard. Born in 1868 to a former slave, Joplin burst into the limelight in 1899



when he published the Maple Leaf Rag, which became the first piece of sheet
music to sell a million copies. Joplin went on to write and publish 34 rags plus
numerous waltzes, marches, and collaborative works. He also wrote ballet pieces,
a concerto, and two operas. He made a great effort to create a ragtime musical
style that stood equal to those of the great classical masters.

But having Joplin and Bach on the same program? William Appling dedicated
himself throughout a long career as a pianist, teacher and choral conductor to both
the classical repertoire and to American music. After two years of playing Bach
almost exclusively, Appling found more and more similarities between his music
and Joplin’s. Bach wrote tightly structured works within the baroque style and his
music became more complex over time. Joplin worked the tightly structured rag
style, developing and expanding it throughout his career. Both wrote works con-
ceived as chamber music, to be played by a small ensemble. Both stylistically
created music having melodies within melodies. Socially, Bach was well-off and
respected during his lifetime; Joplin was a “have-not” son of a former slave,
struggling with his social standing in dealing with publishers, clients and moral
conservatives of the day. As Rudi Blesh wrote in his essay Scott Joplin: Black-
American Classicist, “The real trouble with ragtime was not that it was no good
but that it was too good, and it had, so to speak, been born out of wedlock, with
at least a part of its parentage black.”

It takes a special musician to showcase the music of Joplin and Bach together.
William Appling delivers concise renditions of each, demonstrating that Joplin’s
music, indeed, is that of a classical master. 

The recording here was made in Poughkeepsie on Appling’s beloved Steinway D by recording engineer and
longtime friend George Faddoul. While preparing for the recording, Appling soon came to realize that these
would not be the only Joplin pieces he would record. In fact, he decided early on that he would eventually learn

and record the complete works. After completing the Joplin/Bach project, he avidly pursued this plan, and in
a few years he and Faddoul had captured almost all of Joplin’s piano music on tape. Never fully satisfied with
his performance of the marches, Appling was saving those for last. When he felt they were finally ready, in
February of 2008, he scheduled a recording session for July of that year. In May, however, cancer moved
ahead in his 12-year battle with the disease, and he died in August leaving the marches unrecorded. 

Appling’s other plans for Scott Joplin, alas, also went unfulfilled. He had intended to pair Joplin in recitals
not only with Bach, but with other composers, specifically Schubert and Mozart. He hoped to have programs
in which panels of scholars would present analyses of Joplin to the public. He had also begun engaging artists
for a fully-staged production of Joplin’s opera Treemonisha and had sent a copy of the score to his brother
Harold, a writer, with the idea of his putting the libretto into modern English so audiences today could more
readily appreciate the opera. 

Appling was not one to commit his thoughts to paper. But what he said about Joplin to others and in the
few notes found in scattered notebooks speaks to his driving determination to elevate Joplin’s work and
legacy: “Why didn’t I know about this man before?” “Working on Joplin’s music has rekindled my love for
the piano.” “Just when I think I’ve figured him out, I find something else, there’s more. I have to go back.
I find myself going deeper.” “What did it for me was the realization—suddenly—that without proper
training, support or encouragement the man found the inner strength to pursue a career of which he knew
little.” A quotation from Alice Walker’s book of essays, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, held enormous
meaning for Appling: “We care that Scott Joplin’s music lives! We care because we know this: the life we
save is our own.” 

Those who were blessed to have heard William Appling play in person knew that his gifts as a pianist were
equal to those as a conductor, teacher and mentor. He could have easily had a career as a recitalist had not
his need to build and lead choruses and impart his deep wisdom to students been so overwhelming. We are
so fortunate, however, that near the end of his life, he decided to leave us a small sample of his genius at
the keyboard. And it is only fitting that the project included J.S. Bach and Scott Joplin, Bach being one of the
first influences in his musical life, and Joplin the last.  

—Diane Marazzi and William McClelland 



The Music 
Bach’s Italian Concerto is from his Clavier-Übung, Part II of 1735, a collection which also included the French
Overture, and is a keyboard adaptation of the Italian Concerto Grosso, a form developed to a very high degree
by composers such as Vivaldi and Corelli. The Concerto Grosso was a work written for a small group of
stringed instruments (concertino) playing in alternation and combination with a larger group (ripieno), while
Bach’s keyboard version was written for a harpsichord with two manuals (keyboards). In the two outer move-
ments, the dynamic markings piano and forte in the score indicate how the two manuals should represent
the concertino and ripieno groups. The middle Andante movement is composed in the Italianate style of a
piece for violin or other solo instrument featuring long, florid lines and embellishments. 

The Partita No. 1 in B-flat is the first of six keyboard Partitas composed from 1726-1730. The Partitas
were, in fact, Bach’s first published works, appearing in 1731 and marked as Opus 1. The original
meaning of “partita” in music was “variation,” but Bach chose the term to describe a dance suite of several
movements. All six Bach Partitas for keyboard have several dance movements common to each: an Allemande,
a Courante, a Sarabande and usually a Gigue. But each has a different opening movement, such as an Overture,
Fantaisie or Toccata, as well as other movements unique to the particular work. In the case of the Partita No. 1,
the opening movement is a Praeludium and the additional movements are two Minuets coming before the final
Gigue. When they were first published, the Partitas made a great impact, and in 1820, Bach’s first biographer,
J.N. Forkel, wrote that “Never before had such excellent compositions for the clavier been seen or heard. Anyone
who had learnt to perform well some pieces out of them, could make his fortune in the world thereby.” 

The seven Scott Joplin compositions presented here cover almost the entire range of his career. The
earliest is The Augustan Club Waltzes, written in 1900 and published in 1901. The work was apparently
commissioned by the all-white Augustain Club (misspelled in the published sheet music) in Sedalia, Missouri,
where Joplin had moved around 1895. It became an extremely popular work in the town and may have been
performed in an orchestral arrangement at the club, though without Joplin’s participation. 

Elite Syncopations, published in 1902 but probably written in 1901, is considered by many to be one of
the outstanding works of Joplin’s “early” period. The piece was a real breakthrough in its unusual use of
chromatic and diatonic lines in the left hand (in contrast to the standard oom-pah bass) and the remarkable
syncopation and harmonies, particularly in the final strain. 

In 1905 Joplin published two waltzes, Bethena and Binks’ Waltz. The latter is often considered a “weak sister”
of the undisputed masterpiece Bethena, but Binks’ Waltz has a wealth of subtle charms and stands up very well
in its own right. The “Binks” of the title was actually a child nicknamed “Bing,” an infant son of William Morgens, a
dry cleaner in St. Louis, who had either requested or commissioned the piece from Joplin to celebrate his son’s birth.

The Ragtime Dance, subtitled A Stop-Time Two Step and published in 1906, was actually derived from a
larger work. Originally, The Ragtime Dance was conceived by Joplin in 1899 as a ragtime ballet, complete
with vocalist/narrator and a variety of popular dances of the day including the cake walk, rag two step, stop time,
slow drag and others. The piece was presented at Wood’s Opera House in Sedalia and may have included
Joplin’s brothers Will and Robert in the cast. The music for the ballet was published in 1902 and then adapted
into this version as a solo piano rag. 

The sublime Gladiolus Rag of 1907 harkens back in its form and style to Joplin’s most successful com-
position, Maple Leaf Rag. It was hardly a mere imitation, though, as Gladiolus is more complex harmonically
and stands as one his finest works. The remarkable third strain of the piece (in rags referred to as the Trio)
is truly one of Joplin’s most inspired passages. 

Euphonic Sounds (subtitled A Syncopated Two Step) was published in 1909 and is another piece in which
Joplin extended the boundaries of the rag. The form of the piece is that of a classic rondo (ABACA), while its
unusual harmonies, irregular phrases and left-hand accompaniment (only six measures in the entire piece
employ the traditional stride bass figure) all break new ground. The great pianist James P. Johnson, who
recorded Euphonic Sounds in 1944, once stated: “Joplin was a great forerunner—fifty years ahead of his
time. Even today, who understands Euphonic Sounds? It’s really modern.” 

Joplin’s last surviving composition is Magnetic Rag, subtitled Syncopations classiques. It was self-
published in July, 1914, and may have been written, in part, to help fund the first production of his opera
Treemonisha. By the time he wrote it, he had been living in New York City for several years and the many
different musical styles he heard there for the first time, such as the music of the Yiddish theater and
traditional blues, had begun to find their way into his music. In Magnetic Rag, Joplin continues his harmonic
and structural explorations (including the rare use of a coda), yet the overall quality is one of restraint and
melancholy, as though he might have sensed it would be his final work. 

—William McClelland



William Appling (November 3, 1932 - August 29, 2008) 
William Appling’s professional career in music extended over fifty years. He was an acclaimed conductor,
educator, arranger and pianist who received numerous honors including First Prize in Piano in the National
Association of Negro Musicians and the first Kulas Foundation Fellowship Award for Choral Conducting with
the Cleveland Orchestra. 

During his years as conductor and educator in the Cleveland area, Appling was Choral Director for
Glenville High School, and under his leadership the choir received widespread recognition throughout Ohio
and beyond, accepting invitations to sing at the Hollywood Bowl, the New York World’s Fair and at educators’
meetings in Ohio and Indianapolis. In 1965, the Cleveland Board of Education presented the Glenville High
School Choral Club in a sold-out concert at Severance Hall. 

Appling also served as the Choral Director of the Case Men’s Glee Club of Case-Western Reserve University,
which toured Europe and gave concerts in Germany, Switzerland, France and Luxembourg. During his career
he also served as conductor of Cleveland’s West Shore Chorale, the Cleveland Philharmonic Chorus, as Director
of Choral Activities at Vassar College, and Musical Director of the Poughkeepsie (New York) Boys Choir. 

For 25 years Appling taught at Western Reserve Academy in Hudson, Ohio, and was head of the school’s
Music Department for many years. In 1971 at the Academy, he founded Summer Music Experience, an inter-
national six-week program offering intensive music training and performance experience to gifted students
of high school age. The music camp/festival involved members of the Cleveland Orchestra and included
visiting artists and master classes with Robert Shaw, André Watts, Yoel Levi, Janos Starker, Lynn Harrell and
Lorin Maazel. Many former SME students are enjoying successful careers as performers, composers and
teachers at major music institutions worldwide. 

In 1979 Appling founded the William Appling Singers & Orchestra (WASO), a professional ensemble which
performed at many venues including Blossom Music Center, Severance Hall, the Cleveland Museum of Art,
Lincoln Center, the Bard Music Festival, Vassar College, and the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Recordings by
WASO include Wake Ev’ry Breath, music by William Billings; Stresses in the Peaceable Kingdom, choral
music of American composer Richard Wilson; Shall We Gather, a program of American hymns and spirituals;
and The Revenge of Hamish, choral music of William McClelland. 

William Appling performing George Gershwin’s
Rhapsody in Blue with the Cleveland Orchestra,
Robert Shaw conducting, April 1, 1962,
Severance Hall, Cleveland.



WASO has premiered the works of many contemporary American composers, including Hale Smith, Richard
Hundley, Donald Erb, Richard Wilson, William McClelland, and Rich Smith. The group has also presented music
by Charles Ives, Aaron Copland, Elliot Carter, Roger Reynolds, Anthony Davis, Richard Feliciano, Randall Thompson,
Irving Fine, Janice Hamer, John McDonald, and many others. 

William Appling studied piano with Elizabeth Lambright, Frances Bolton Kortheur, Egbert Fischer, and
Leonard Shure, and graduated from Western Reserve University with B.A. and M.A. degrees. As a pianist he
performed with the Cleveland Orchestra, the Cleveland Pops Orchestra and under the batons of Robert Shaw,
Louis Lane and Darius Milhaud. He gave his solo debut at Town Hall in New York City, and performed in recital
in Boston, Aspen, Brooklyn, at Severance Hall, and in duo recital with tenor Seth McCoy. 
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Scott Joplin
1 Elite Syncopations [4:58]
2 The Augustan Club Waltzes [5:19]
3 Magnetic Rag [6:33]

J.S. Bach
Italian Concerto, BWV971

4 I. [Unmarked] [4:46]
5 II. Andante [4:24]
6 III. Presto [4:24]
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Scott Joplin
7 The Ragtime Dance [4:24]
8 Gladiolus Rag [5:19]
9 Euphonic Sounds [4:42]
10 Binks’ Waltz [5:45]

J.S. Bach
Partita No. 1 in B-flat, BWV825

11 I. Praeludium [1:58]
12 II. Allemande [3:34]
13 III. Corrente [3:11]
14 IV. Sarabande [5:30]
15 V. Menuet 1–Menuet 2 [3:27]
16 VI. Gigue [2:50]

Total Time = 71:04
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