
Ragtime: A Masterpiece of American
Literature and One of the 100 Best Novels of
the Modern Library
E.L. Doctorow's Ragtime, published in 1975, has firmly established itself as
a literary masterpiece and a cornerstone of American literature.
Recognized as one of the 100 Best Novels of the Modern Library, Ragtime
offers a profound and captivating portrayal of turn-of-the-century America.
Through a skillful blend of historical figures and fictional characters,
Doctorow paints a rich and poignant tapestry of the era, exploring themes
of race, class, and the American Dream. This article provides an in-depth
analysis of Ragtime, examining its themes, characters, and enduring
legacy.
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At its core, Ragtime is a novel that grapples with the complex and often
contradictory nature of the American experience. Doctorow explores the
tension between the promise of the American Dream and the harsh realities
faced by many Americans, particularly marginalized communities. The
novel delves into themes of race and class, exposing the deep-seated
prejudices and inequalities that shape society.

Through the experiences of Coalhouse Walker, a talented musician and
inventor, Doctorow examines the systemic racism that permeates American
society. Walker's pursuit of justice and recognition highlights the challenges
faced by African Americans in a society that denies them basic rights and
opportunities.

Furthermore, Ragtime critiques the class divide prevalent in turn-of-the-
century America. The novel portrays the stark contrast between the opulent
lifestyles of the wealthy elite and the poverty and struggles of the working
class. Doctorow exposes the hypocrisy and greed that drive social
stratification, questioning the true meaning of success and the fairness of
the American system.

Characters

Ragtime features a diverse and memorable cast of characters, each
embodying a different facet of the American experience. The novel's
protagonist, Coalhouse Walker, is a complex and compelling figure. As a
talented musician and inventor, his dreams of recognition and justice are
met with relentless prejudice and discrimination. Walker's unwavering
determination and resilience make him a symbol of both the aspirations
and the struggles of African Americans in America.



Another notable character is Mother, the matriarch of the upper-class
family. She represents the contradictions inherent in the American Dream.
While she enjoys the privileges of wealth and status, she also harbors a
deep sense of dissatisfaction and alienation. Mother's complex and
nuanced portrayal highlights the emotional and moral challenges faced by
women in a society that often limits their aspirations.

Tateh, a Jewish immigrant from Latvia, embodies the immigrant experience
in America. As a talented artist and inventor, he struggles to find his place
in a new and often hostile environment. Tateh's story reflects the
challenges and opportunities faced by immigrants seeking to establish a
new life in America.

Narrative Style

Doctorow's narrative style in Ragtime is as distinctive as its themes and
characters. The novel employs a variety of techniques to create a rich and
immersive reading experience. Doctorow seamlessly blends historical facts
and fictional elements, weaving real-life events and characters into the
narrative. This technique, known as "faction," adds depth and authenticity
to the story, blurring the lines between history and fiction.

The novel also utilizes multiple perspectives, allowing readers to
experience the events from the viewpoints of different characters. This
multifaceted approach provides a comprehensive understanding of the
characters' motivations and the complex social forces that shape their lives.
Doctorow's evocative writing style and meticulous attention to detail
transport readers to the vibrant and tumultuous world of turn-of-the-century
America.



Literary Legacy

Since its publication in 1975, Ragtime has garnered critical acclaim and
has become a beloved classic of American literature. The novel has won
numerous awards, including the National Book Critics Circle Award and the
Pulitzer Prize. It has also been adapted into a successful Broadway
musical and a critically acclaimed film.

Ragtime's enduring popularity and critical recognition stem from its timeless
themes, relatable characters, and masterful narrative. The novel continues
to resonate with readers, offering insights into the complexities of American
society and the ongoing struggles for justice, equality, and the pursuit of the
American Dream.

Ragtime stands as a towering achievement in American literature,
deserving its place among the 100 Best Novels of the Modern Library. E.L.
Doctorow's masterpiece deftly weaves together historical figures and
fictional characters to create a rich and poignant tapestry of turn-of-the-
century America. Through its exploration of race, class, and the American
Dream, Ragtime remains a relevant and thought-provoking novel that
continues to captivate and challenge readers today.
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