
Following you will fi nd short biographies of three infl uential African American inovators.  
The source for this information came from the website Biography.com published by A&E 
Television Network.  

William Christopher Handy was born on November 
16, 1873, in Florence, Alabama, to Elizabeth Brewer and 
Charles Barnard Handy. The son and grandson of Methodist 
ministers, the young Handy showed his love of music 
at an early age, and was supported in his pursuits by his 
maternal grandmother. His father was staunchly opposed to 
secular musicianship for his son, only agreeing to pay for 
organ lessons. Nonetheless, Handy held fast to his love and 
took up the cornet, also enjoying a cappella vocal lessons 
at school. Handy studied at the Teachers Agricultural and 
Mechanical College in Huntsville, Alabama, receiving his 
degree in 1892. He then found work as a schoolteacher, but 
in his time off  he continued to pursue his music career.

Handy’s contributions in shaping what would be called the blues were infl uenced 
by the African-American musical folk traditions that he experienced during his 
travels and performances. In 1892 he formed a band called Lauzette Quartet, with 
the intention of performing at the Chicago World’s Fair later that year, but when 
the fair was postponed until 1893, the band was forced to split. He made his way 
to Kentucky, where he was hired as a musician in the well-to-do in the city of 
Henderson. His fi rst big musical break came in 1896, when he was asked to join W. 
A. Mahara’s Minstrels as its bandleader. He stayed with the group for several years, 
traveling the country and as far away as Cuba to perform. In 1900, Handy settled 
down in Huntsville, Alabama, where he worked as a music teacher, but in 1902 he hit 
the road again.

After a sojourn in Clarksdale, Mississippi, where Handy headed up the band the 
Black Knights of PYTHIAS, Handy had settled in Memphis, Tennessee, where 
he performed frequently at the Beale Street clubs. In 1909 Handy wrote what was 
to become a campaign song called “Mr. Crump,” named after Memphis mayoral 
candidate Edward H. “Boss” Crump. The song was later reworked and became 
“Memphis Blues.” Handy made a deal to get the song published in 1912, and 
henceforth became a trailblazer in bringing the form’s song structures to large 
audiences. Often considered the fi rst blues song every published, “Memphis Blues” 
was a commercial hit. Handy, however, never got to reap the fi nancial rewards of its 
success, having sold the rights to the song and fallen prey to exploitative business 
practices. After this experience, he decided to set up a structure to retain ownership 
of his songs and created his own publishing venture with a songwriter named Harry 
Pace. 

Handy released his next hit, “St. Louis Blues” under the Pace & Handy Music 
Company, (which later became known as the Handy Brothers Music Company, after 
Pace left the venture). “St. Louis Blues” became a massive success and would be 
recorded many times over the next several years. Other Handy hits include “Yellow 
Dog Blues” (1914) and “Beale Street Blues” (1916). He would eventually be credited 
with composing dozens of songs. Handy continued working steadily throughout the 
1930s, publishing Negro Authors and Composers of the United States in 1935 and 
W.C. Handy’s Collection of Negro Spirituals in 1938. A few years later, in 1941, he 
published an autobiography, Father of the Blues. Handy’s legacy continues to shine 
in the annals of music, with his songs continually reinterpreted in idioms of blues, 
jazz, pop and classical music. Often referred to as the “Father of the Blues,” Handy’s 
pioneering vision also lives on through Alabama’s annual W.C. Handy Music 
Festival.

Marian Anderson was born on February 27, 1897, in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The oldest of three girls, Anderson 
was just 6 years old when she became a choir member at the 
Union Baptist Church, where she earned the nickname “Baby 
Contralto.” Her father, a coal and ice dealer, supported his 
daughter’s musical interests and, when Anderson was eight, 
bought her a piano. With the family unable to aff ord lessons, 
the prodigious Anderson taught herself.

Anderson’s commitment to her music and her range as a singer 
so impressed her choir that the church banded together and 
raised enough money, about $500, to pay for Anderson to train 
under Giuseppe Boghetti, a respected voice teacher. Over her 
two years of studying with Boghetti, Anderson won a chance to 

sing at the Lewisohn Stadium in New York after entering a contest organized by the New 
York Philharmonic Society. Other opportunities soon followed. In 1928, she performed at 
Carnegie Hall for the fi rst time, and eventually embarked on a tour through Europe thanks 
to a Julius Rosenwald scholarship.

By the late 1930s, Anderson’s voice had made her famous on both sides of the Atlantic. 
In the United States she was invited by President Roosevelt and his wife Eleanor to 
perform at the White House, the fi rst African American ever to receive this honor. Despite 
Anderson’s success, not all of America was ready to receive her talent. In 1939 her 
manager tried to set up a performance for her at Washington, D.C.’s Constitution Hall. But 
the owners of the hall, the Daughters of the American Revolution informed Anderson and 
her manager that no dates were available. That was far from the truth. The real reason for 
turning Anderson away lay in a policy put in place by the D.A.R. that committed the hall to 
being a place strictly for white performers. When word leaked out to the public about what 
had happened, an uproar ensued, led in part by Eleanor Roosevelt, who invited Anderson 
to perform instead at the Lincoln Memorial on Easter Sunday. 

Over the next several decades of her life, Anderson’s stature only grew. In 1961 she 
performed the national anthem at President John F. Kennedy’s inauguration. Two years 
later, Kennedy honored the singer with the Presidential Medal of Freedom. After retiring 
from performing in 1965, Anderson set up her life on her farm in Connecticut. In 1991, the 
music world honored her with a Grammy Award for Lifetime Achievement.

Scott Joplin was born between June 1867 and January 1868 to 
Florence Givens and Giles Joplin.  He grew up in Texarkana, a 
town situated on the border between Texas and Arkansas. The 
Joplins were a musical family, with Florence being a singer 
and banjo player and Giles a violinist; Scott learned how to 
play the guitar at a young age and later took to the piano, 
displaying a gift for the instrument. Julius Weiss, a German 
music teacher who lived in Joplin’s hometown, gave the young 
pianist further instruction. Joplin was also a vocalist and would 
play the cornet as well.

Joplin left home during his teen years and began work as a 
travelling musician, playing in bars and dance halls where new 
musical forms were featured that formed the basis of ragtime. 

Joplin lived for a time in Sedalia, Missouri in the 1880s and in 1893 he fronted a band in 
Chicago during the World Fair. He later settled in Sedalia again while continuing to travel, 
with the waltzes “Please Say You Will” and “A Picture of Her Face” becoming his fi rst two 
published songs.

Joplin studied music at Sedalia’s George R. Smith College for Negroes during the 1890s 
and also worked as a teacher and mentor to other ragtime musicians. He published his fi rst 
piano rag, “Original Rags,” in the late 1890s, but was made to share credit with another 
arranger. Joplin then worked with a lawyer to ensure that he would receive a one-cent 



Billie Holiday was born on April 7, 1915, in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania to a teenage mother, Sadie. Her father is widely 
believed to be Clarence Holiday, who became a successful jazz 
musician. Billie’s early years were mostly unstable, sometimes 
being left in the care of other people.  She started skipping school 
and at the age of 9, the court ordered her sent to House of Good 
Shepherd, a facility for troubled African American girls.  

In her diffi  cult early life, Holiday found solace in music, singing 
along to the records of Bessie Smith and Louis Armstrong. She 
followed her mother who had moved to New York City in the late 

royalty of every sheet-music copy sold of his next composition, “The Maple Leaf Rag.” 
In 1899, Joplin partnered with publisher John Stark to push the tune. Though sales were 
initially slight, it went on to become the biggest ragtime song ever, eventually selling more 
than a million copies. Some of Joplin’s published compositions over the years included “The 
Entertainer,” “Peacherine Rag,” “Cleopha,” “The Chrysanthemum,” “The Ragtime Dance,” 
“Heliotrope Bouquet,” “Solace” and “Euphonic Sounds.”

Joplin was intensely concerned with making sure the genre received its proper due, taking 
note of the disparaging comments made by some white critics due to the music’s African-
American origins and radical form. As such, he published a 1908 series that broke down the 
complexities of ragtime form for students: The School of Ragtime: Six Exercises for Piano.  
Joplin also aspired to produce long-form works. He published the ballet Rag Time Dance in 
1902 and created his fi rst opera, A Guest of Honor, for a Midwestern tour in 1903. 

By 1907, Joplin had settled in New York to work on securing funding for another opera he 
had created, Treemonisha, a multi-genre theatrical project which told the story of a rural 
African-American community near Texarkana. A precursor to George Gershwin’s Porgy 
and Bess, Treemonisha was presented in 1915 as a scaled-down production with voice and 
piano, but would not receive a full-stage treatment for years to come. Joplin continued to 
work on various musical forms and formed his own publishing company in 1913. Joplin 
died on April 1, 1917.

1920s and around 1930, she began singing in local clubs and renamed herself “Billie” after 
the fi lm star Billie Dove. Holiday was discovered by producer John Hammond while she 
was performing in a Harlem jazz club. He was instrumental in getting Holiday recording 
work with an up-and-coming clarinetist and bandleader Benny Goodman. With Goodman, 
she sang vocals for several tracks, including her fi rst commercial release “Your Mother’s 
Son-In-Law” and the 1934 top ten hit “Riffi  n’ the Scotch.”  Known for her distinctive 
phrasing and expressive, sometimes melancholy voice, Holiday went on to record with 
jazz pianist Teddy Wilson and others in 1935. She made several singles, including “What 
a Little Moonlight Can Do” and “Miss Brown to You.” That same year, she appeared 
with Duke Ellington in the fi lm Symphony in Black. Holiday toured with the Count Basie 
Orchestra in 1937. The following year, she worked with Artie Shaw and his orchestra. 
Holiday broke new ground with Shaw, becoming one of the fi rst female African American 
vocalists to work with a white orchestra. 

Striking out on her own, Holiday performed at New York’s Café Society. She developed 
some of her trademark stage persona there—wearing gardenias in her hair and singing 
with her head tilted back. During this engagement, Holiday also debuted two of her most 
famous songs “God Bless the Child” and “Strange Fruit.” Columbia, her record company 
at the time, was not interested in “Strange Fruit” (1939), which was a powerful story 
about the lynching of African Americans in the South. Holiday recorded the song with the 
Commodore label instead. This ballad is considered to be one of her signature ballads, and 
the controversy that surrounded it—some radio stations banned the record—helped make 
it a hit.

Despite her personal problems, Holiday remained a major star in the jazz world—and even 
in popular music as well. While her hard living was taking a toll on her voice, Holiday 
continued to tour and record in the 1950s. including a hugely successful tour of Europe. 
She gave her fi nal performance in New York City on May 25, 1959.

Assess your reading skills and do the below crossword without going back.  
Can you do it? 
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Across
1. Denomination of William Handy’s father and grandfather.
2. Instrument Marian Anderson taught herself to play.
3. The  rst African American to perform at the White House.
4.  Joplin wrote an opera as a precursor to the Gershwin “_______ and  Bess”.
5. Type of music sung by Billie Holiday in Harlem.

Down
1. Handy’s father gave limited approval of music and payed for ______ lessons.
2. Primary instrument of William Handy.
3. “_______ Blues” was considered the  rst blues song ever published in 1912.
4. Anderson performed the _______ anthem at J.F. Kennedy’s inauguration.
5.  Style of music Sco  Joplin was known for.


