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Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay

The Enduring Allure of a Nonsense
Chorus: Unpacking Ta Ra Ra Boom
De Ay

There are few phrases in the English language that carry
the immediate, visceral charge of a bygone era quite like
"Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay." It is a sequence of syllables that,
once heard, seems to burrow into the brain, refusing to
leave. For many, it conjures images of gaslit music halls, of
audiences in stiff collars and feathered hats roaring along
to a chorus. For others, it is a cartoonish exclamation, a
snippet  of  childhood memory from a  Saturday morning
matinee.  But  behind  this  seemingly  simple,  nonsensical
refrain lies a rich and surprisingly complex history. It is a
story of copyright battles, cross-Atlantic cultural exchange,
and the peculiar power of a catchy tune. This article delves
deep into the world of "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay," exploring
its  origins,  its  journey through popular  culture,  and its
enduring legacy as one of the first global earworms.

The Murky Origins of a Music Hall Classic

The  s to ry  o f  "Ta  Ra  Ra  Boom  De  Ay"  i s  no t  a
straightforward one. Its origins are contested, shrouded in
the fog of late 19th-century entertainment. The song most
commonly associated with the phrase was popularized in
1891 by a charismatic and scandalous American performer
named Lottie Collins. Her rendition became a sensation on
both sides of the Atlantic, but the song itself had a prior
existence.  The  music  is  generally  credited  to  Henry  J.
Sayers, a Detroit pianist who claimed he had heard the
tune from a Black saloon performer in St. Louis. The lyrics,
famously, were provided by Richard Morton.

However,  the  story  doesn’t  end  there.  Many  music
historians  suggest  that  the  melody  and  even  the  core
refrain have much deeper roots. Some trace it back to an
African American folk song from the post-Civil War era, a
"jubilee"  song  that  might  have  been  sung  in  minstrel
shows.  Others  point  to  an  earlier  version  written  by  a
minstrel  performer  named M.  Markwith,  titled  "Tune a
Little Old Tune." This early version contained the "Ta-ra-
ra" refrain but with different verses. This tangled web of
attributions highlights a common issue in popular music of



the time: the fluid, often uncredited borrowing of melodies
from marginalized communities into the mainstream. The
phrase itself, "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay," is a piece of pure
vocables, sounds chosen for their rhythmic and phonetic
punch  rather  than  any  semantic  meaning,  making  it  a
perfect, universal singalong.

Lottie Collins and the London Sensation

While the song's genesis may be American, its explosive
success is indelibly linked to the London music hall and its
star, Lottie Collins. Collins was not a demure performer.
She was known for her energetic, slightly risqué style, and
her performance of "Ta-ra-ra Boom-de-ay" became the stuff
of legend. The song’s structure was key to its impact. It
began with a slow, almost coy verse, sung with a knowing
wink to the audience.  Collins would saunter across the
stage in a surprisingly modest, high-necked dress, building
a sense of  anticipation.  Then,  with a  sudden,  explosive
burst of energy, she would tear off the long skirt to reveal
frilly petticoats, kick her legs high in a can-can style, and
launch into the frenetic chorus:

"Ta ra ra boom de ay! Ta ra ra boom de ay! Ta ra ra
boom de ay! Ta ra ra boom de ay!"

The  transformation  was  shocking  and  electrifying.  The
audience,  initially  quiet,  would  erupt.  The  chorus  was
repeated with a building frenzy,  and the theater would
become a sea of voices joining in. Collins’ performance was
a perfect storm of musicality, theatricality, and a hint of

rebellion.  It  became  her  signature  song,  one  she
performed until her death in 1910, and it was the primary
vehicle that drove the phrase "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" into
the  global  lexicon.  The  tune  was  so  infectious  that  it
quickly spread beyond the music hall, becoming a popular
marching song for soldiers, a campfire singalong for Boy
Scouts, and a staple of the new medium of recorded sound.

The Anatomy of a Catchy Phrase

What is it about the specific arrangement of sounds in "Ta
Ra  Ra  Boom  De  Ay"  that  makes  it  so  persistently
memorable? From a linguistic and musical perspective, it
is  a  masterpiece  of  earworm  engineering.  The  phrase
utilizes a strong, simple rhythm that is easy to clap along
to or march to.  The repetition of  the "Ta ra ra" sound
creates a compelling rhythmic pattern, while the explosive
plosive "B" in "Boom" provides a satisfying auditory punch.
The  final  "De  Ay"  offers  a  melodic  resolution.  This
combination  of  percussive  consonants  and  open  vowel
sounds is incredibly satisfying to vocalize.

Furthermore, the nonsense nature of the lyrics is a feature,
not a bug. Because the words have no literal meaning, the
listener is freed from the burden of comprehension. You
don't need to follow a story or remember a complex plot.
All you have to do is feel the rhythm and shout along. This
makes it a uniquely democratic piece of music, accessible
to people of all ages, languages, and musical backgrounds.
It is a pure, raw expression of joy and release. This is why
the phrase has transcended its original context to become
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a universal symbol of raucous fun. The semantic power of
"Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" lies entirely in its sound, making it
a  proto-meme,  a  piece  of  cultural  data  designed to  be
replicated and shared through sheer sonic pleasure.

From Vaudeville to the Silver Screen and
Beyond

The journey of "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" through the 20th
century is a testament to its adaptability. As vaudeville and
music  halls  faded,  the  song  found  new  life  in  the
burgeoning  film  industry.  It  appeared  in  countless
cartoons, often used as a soundtrack for manic, frenetic
action. It became a shorthand for a kind of chaotic, old-
timey frivolity. Major studios like Warner Bros. and Disney
used it in shorts, cementing its association with animation
and broad comedy. It was a perfect fit for the antics of
characters like Daffy Duck or the simple, joyful chaos of
early Mickey Mouse.

Beyond  cartoons,  the  tune  has  been  referenced  and
parodied in a vast array of contexts:

Political and Military Uses

The simple, marching rhythm made it a natural choice for
military  bands  and  political  rallies.  It  was  used  as  a
campaign song for  various politicians in  the early  20th
century.  Its  association  with  good  cheer  and  patriotic
fervor, however, also made it a target for subversion. In
George Orwell's dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four,

the song is ironically referenced as a piece of "rubbish"
from the past, a frivolous tune that the totalitarian state
would  seek  to  erase,  a  symbol  of  the  joyful,  chaotic
humanity  that  the  Party  seeks  to  control.  This  single
literary reference added a new layer of meaning to the
phrase, transforming it from a simple nonsense song into a
symbol of rebellion and free spirit.

Literary and Artistic References

Orwell’s use is the most famous, but it is not the only one.
The phrase appears in the works of  authors like James
Joyce and Vladimir Nabokov, often used to evoke a specific
period or a sense of vulgar, energetic life. It appears in
song  lyrics  from  artists  as  diverse  as  The  Beatles  (in
"Happiness is a Warm Gun," the line "bang, bang, shoot,
shoot" has been compared to the rhythmic punch of "Ta ra
ra boom de ay") and various punk and ska bands who saw
it as a piece of pre-rock rebellion. The very structure of the
phrase,  with  its  strong,  repetitive  beat,  seems  to  have
influenced  the  development  of  rock  and  roll  and  pop
music's focus on the "hook."

The Modern Digital Earworm

In the 21st century, "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" continues to
live on, often in unexpected ways. It has found a natural
home in the world of online memes and viral videos. A very
famous clip from the 1930s cartoon Bimbo's Initiation uses
a repetitive, almost hypnotic version of the song that has
become a popular internet meme, often used to soundtrack



confusion or a sudden, looping predicament. The meme,
sometimes called the "Ta-Ra-Ra-Boom-Di-Ay Meme" or the
"Corrupted Chicken" meme (due to the cartoon's imagery),
demonstrates  the  phrase's  perfect  digital-era
decontextualization. Its loopability,  its innate catchiness,
and its slightly absurd vibe make it ideal for remixing and
sharing  across  social  media  platforms  like  TikTok,
YouTube,  and  Reddit.

The Psychological and Sociological Why

Why does a 130-year-old nonsense song still have cultural
currency? The answer lies in the combination of its musical
structure and its sociological function. Music psychologist
Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis, in her work on earworms,
notes that the most successful earworms often have a high
degree of predictability combined with a small element of
surprise.  "Ta  Ra Ra Boom De Ay"  is  built  on  a  highly
predictable repetitive loop, but the final "De Ay" offers a
tiny, satisfying resolution. This combination is a recipe for
involuntary musical imagery—an earworm.

From  a  sociological  perspective,  the  song  serves  as  a
powerful social bonding tool. Its simple structure allows
for immediate group participation. There is no barrier to
entry; anyone can join in on the chorus. This made it the
perfect anthem for the music hall, a place where a diverse
urban  audience  could  come together  and  experience  a
shared moment of collective joy. Today, that same function
is served by the meme. Sharing a video loop of the song is
a way of saying "I am in on this joke," of bonding over a

shared piece of absurdist, retro culture. It is a low-stakes,
high-return way of creating a sense of community online.

A Cultural Touchstone for the Ages

The journey of the phrase "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" from the
seedier side of 19th-century American music to a global
music hall phenomenon, and then to a symbol of literary
rebellion  and  a  21st-century  internet  meme,  is  a
remarkable one. It is more than just a silly old song. It is a
case  study  in  cultural  transmission,  the  power  of  pure
sonic pleasure,  and the remarkable longevity of  a good
tune. It has survived wars, changes in musical taste, and
the complete transformation of the entertainment industry.

Its  resilience is  a  testament  to  its  fundamental,  almost
primal  appeal.  In  a  world of  increasing complexity  and
information  overload,  there  is  a  profound comfort  in  a
simple, joyful, and utterly meaningless sequence of sounds.
"Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" strips music down to its  bare
essentials:  rhythm,  repetition,  and a  collective  shout  of
pure, unadulterated fun. Whether you first encountered it
in  a  classic  cartoon,  a  disturbing dystopian novel,  or  a
bizarre  looping  meme on  your  phone,  it  is  a  piece  of
cultural DNA that, once encoded, is never truly forgotten.

A Final Chord on an Endless Loop

In conclusion, "Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay" is far more than the
sum of its nonsensical parts. It is a historical artifact, a
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musical masterclass in catchiness, and a living, evolving
piece of internet folklore. It has been a scandalous dance,
a patriotic march, a symbol of freedom, and a digital inside
joke.  Its  ability  to  adapt  and  survive  across  drastically
different media and centuries is a powerful reminder of the
simple, fundamental human need for rhythm, for collective
participation, and for moments of uncomplicated joy. The
phrase is a loop that refuses to break, a sonic ghost from

the music halls that continues to haunt our collective ear.
And the next time you find yourself humming "Ta ra ra
boom de ay," you are not just remembering a song; you are
participating in a tradition of shared happiness that has
been  connecting  people  for  over  a  hundred  years,  a
timeless tune that, once started, is almost impossible to
stop.


