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THE INTERDISCURSIVE ROLE OF EKPHRASIS  

IN RAGTIME BY E.L. DOCTOROW 

Kateryna HOLTSEVA 

Research Advisor – Associate Professor, PhD (Philology) N.S. Aleksieieva 

 The novel Ragtime by E. L. Doctorow is set in the USA between the end of the 

XΙX century and the beginning ofthe XX century. This time period is known as the 

Ragtime era due to the peak popularity of ragtime, a musical genre of provincial 

black pianists, which is characterized by syncopated rhythm. In the novel Doctorow 

provides the socio-cultural background of the turn of the century followingthe 

storylines of multiple characters with a major focus placed on a black musician 

Colehouse Walker. However, the significance of the role allocated to ragtime music 

in the novel reaches beyond the title and the set of characters. The musical discourse 

is not just present in Ragtime, but is wrought into its very framework. 

A link between the literary text and ragtime music is established by multilevel 

manifestations of ekphrasis, a verbal representation of non-verbal semiotic systems, 

found throughout the novel. These manifestations provide sufficient ground to 

address the issue of interdiscursivity, a deliberate use of structural and lexico-

semantic peculiarities of other types of discourse in a text, and therefore demand in-

depth analysis. 

Firstly, similar to the typical division of ragtime compositions intofour musical 

themes with distinct rhythmic and melodic patterns, the novel comprises several 

independent, yet occasionally overlapping storylines, and touches upon four topics, 

such as the American family, the immigrant family, the American dream and the 

historical background of the ragtime era. 

Secondly, ragtime’s rhythmic acuity achieved by a rhythmically free tune and a 

fast pace is recreated within the literary medium of the novel through the use of short 

and long, fragmentary and grammatically complex sentences. Thus, the text becomes 

as ragged and dynamic in perception as the music of ragtime is. 

 Thirdly, existing pieces of ragtime music are mentioned in the novel along with 

the extensive use of vocabulary from the semantic field of music. In this way, ragtime 

music undergoes verbal transcoding in order to reach the audience. 

 Ragtime by E. L. Doctorow stands out as a striking example of multilevel 

involvement of the musical discourse into the literary one by the means of ekphrasis. 

It is essential to look into ragtime music peculiarities in order to investigate the extent 

of interdiscourse in the novel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


