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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Orr School in Texarkana, Arkansas, is a rectangular-shaped building sheathed 
in white shiplap. The rectangular building is divided by a long central 
hall. The building is topped with a hip roof supported by exposed rafters. 

The facade features an arched entry with double doors. A decorative recessed, 
fan-shaped transom is located over the doors. An overhang supported by 
brackets serves as an entry cover. Centered above the entry, a dormer with 
hip roof extends from the roof of the building. This dormer features two 
louvered air vents. 

The northwest and southeast elevations of the building feature two separate 
sets of five double-hung windows with nine lites in each sash. To the 
southwest of these sets of windows on each elevation is a set of five 
double-hung windows identical to the sets toward the facade on each elevation. 

According to city records, Orr School was constructed c~ . 1880 as a two-storey 
structure. In 1920 the second storey was removed and additions made onto 
the rear elevation (beginning with the small sets of windows) and the hip 
roof constructed to cover the enlarged structure. The City Federation of 
Women's Clubs purchased the building from the Texarkana (Arkansas) School 
System in December, 1958, at a cost of $8,000. At this point, money was 
obtained from the Model Cities Program by the Women's Club, and the building 
was painted, central heat installed, some of the interior paneled and new 
front and rear doors added. 

Despite the alterations, Orr School is an important historical structure. 
In excellent condition and on its original site, Orr School is representative 
of much black historY~ ' 
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The Orr School in Texarkana, Arkansas, is a significant historical structure 
in its association with composer Scott Joplin, who is universally accepted 
as the "Father of Ragtime Music." Joplin was one of the most influential 
persons in the formation of twentieth century American music. Joplin 
attended Orr School and formulated many of his ideas there. Constructed 
c. 1880, Orr School is the only building still standing which can be directly 
associated with Joplin in his home town of Texarkana. Also, as a former 
black school, the building is a significant representative of minority history. 

Scott Joplin was born on November 24, 1868, in Texarkana, Texas. His parents 
were an ex-slave, Giles Joplin of North Carolina, and Florence Givens Joplin, 
a free woman from Kentucky. Joplin was a serious and intensely musical 
child who played the guitar and bugle; he took music lessons from a local 
German music teacher. He was encouraged to play his white neighbors' pianos 
while his mother did their laundry. When he was in his teens, Joplin 
struck out on his own, taking the only career available to a black musician 
in the Mississippi Valley region during the 1890's -- an itenerant pianist 
entertaining the clientele at pool halls, saloons, bordellos,· benderloins, 
medicine shows and vaudeville tent shows. 

These places were undoUbtedly a rough "music conservatory" for a teenager, 
but one of vitality. Surrounded by the musical pulses and melodies Joplin 
began to absorb and define his own personal rag style. There was no "art" 
to rag music when Joplin found the basic elements in his youth. His style 
combined black rythmic patterns to white honky-tonk tunes. A white boy of 
his talents would have been sent to Germany to study, but because of his 
poverty and race, Joplin was instead thrust into his "hard-living folk­
conservatory of music." 

In the 1890's Joplin began to center his life around St. Louis and Sedalia, 
Missouri. In 1899 music publisher John Stark heard Joplin play the piano 
and bought the piece of music on the spot for fifty dollars. This piece, 
The Maple Leaf Rag, became the first great instrumental sheet music hit in 
America (a million copies had been sold by 1904). 

The royalties from this freed Joplin from financial problems, allowing him 
to spend all his time teaching and composing. In 1907 he moved to New York, 
met and iillarried his second wife and began working on Treemonisha. Even 
though none of Joplin's famous works were written in Texarkana, he never 
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forgot about his early musical heritage. The scene of Treemonisha was in 
the Red River Valley and the dense forest areas of eastern Texas and western 
Arkansas. The opera was published in 1911. By this time the ragtime craze 
and interest in Joplin's music was on the wane. Joplin became obsessed with 
producing the opera and poured his own finances into an informal, unstaged 
production which was a failure. 

Joplin, defeated by the failure of his cherished opera, began to suffer 
from a serious mental depression and was committed to Manhattan State 
Hospital in the autumn of 1916, where he died the following April. 

"What is scurrilously called ragtime is an invention that is here to stay," 
wrote Scott Joplin in 1908 in the introduction to his School of Ragtime, 
a book of six piano exercises designed to teach amateur rag players how 
to achieve that "weird and intoxicating effect intended by the composer." 
Hcwever ragtime flourished between 1895 and 1915 and was then replaced by 
another form of music called "jazz." 

Jopl .in' s complete catalogue of published piano works includes forty-four 
original pieces. His music has been arranged for the harpsichord, organ, 
vi~lin, orchestra and even the Moog synthesizer. The academy-award-winning 
mm{e, "The Sting," introduced millions to ragtime by using a soundtrack 
score based entirely on Joplin's music. His opera, Treemonisha, has 
recently been produced on Broadway. 

Joplin's musical genius is an accepted fact in the history of American 
music. He represents some of the most reverred ideals of this country. 
He was born in poverty, and grew up in an environment where he was treated 
as a second-class human being. Yet Joplin achieved an originality in 
American music which is quite unique. T:b.e Orr · Scheel, as the only standing 
structure associated with Joplin in his home town, stands today as a reminder 
of the composer. The community takes great pride in the fact that Joplin 
originated there and is determined to see that he is given worthy recognition. 
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Eighty-nine-year-old George Mosley of Texarkana recalls the Texarkana 
of his youth quite vividly. He attended Orr School with Joplin. 
Mosley remembers the school when it was a two-storey structure and 
offered "primer" (first through ninth grade) education. Mosley grew 
up in the same Laurel Street neighborhood as Joplin and attended the 
same church and school. To Mosley, Joplin and other r e sidents of 
the Laurel Street area, the neighborhood was their world, Orr School 
a center of the children's life. 
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Daily, Georgia, Personal Interview at Orr School, Texarkana, Arkansas, 
December 11, 1975. 

Demopulos, Nick, Bicentennial Coordinator, Texarkana Joint Bicentennial 
Commission, Personal Interview, Texarkana, Arkansas, December 11, 1975. 

Secrease, Juanita, President, City Federation of Women's Clubs, Personal 
Interview, Texarkana, Arkansas, December 11, 1975. 
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