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Introduction

When we think of the golden age of American music, the names of folk singers, jazz pioneers, and classical

composers often come to mind. Among them, Aaron Copland stands out as a bridge between the pastoral charm of

early 20th �century America and the complex, modernist currents of the era. His music, which frequently draws on

the spirit of old American songs, has become a cornerstone of the American classical repertoire. This article

explores how Copland’s work reflects the essence of those traditional tunes, how he transformed them into

something uniquely contemporary, and why his legacy continues to resonate with audiences today.

Aaron /Copland: A Brief Biography

Born on March 14, 1900, in Brooklyn, New York, Aaron Copland grew up in a culturally vibrant environment that

shaped his future. His father, a Polish immigrant, introduced him to a range of musical styles, while his mother

encouraged his early interest in piano and composition. Copland’s formal education began at the Juilliard School

and later at the Curtis Institute of Music, where he studied under the influential composer Walter Piston.

Copland’s career spanned more than five decades, during which he produced a vast array of works: symphonies, 

ballets, concertos, and film scores. Notable among these are the ballets Rodeo and Appalachian Spring, the film 

score for Mr. /Smith Goes to Washington, and the symphonic suite Lincoln Portrait. His style is often described as

“Americanist” because of his deliberate incorporation of folk melodies and rhythms that evoke the country’s diverse

cultural heritage.

The Roots of Old American Songs in Copland’s Music

Early Influences and Folk Exposure

Copland’s fascination with old American songs began in his adolescence, when he would listen to his parents’ radio

broadcasts and local folk singers. The simple, lyrical tunes of Appalachian ballads and the syncopated rhythms of

early jazz left a lasting impression on the young composer. He was particularly drawn to the way these melodies

told stories, captured the spirit of the land, and conveyed a sense of place.

Academic Exploration of Folk Music

During his time at the Curtis Institute, Copland studied the works of American folk musicians such as John Jacob

Niles and the Carter Family. He also attended the 1924 “Folk Music Symposium” in New York, where he met folk

singers who performed traditional songs from the Southern Appalachia region. These encounters solidified his

belief that the essence of American identity could be expressed through music that resonated with the common

people.

Incorporation into Early Compositions

Copland’s early works, such as Symphonic Variations (1924) and the piano piece Suite in Three Movements

(1929), already show traces of folk influence. He used open fifths, simple harmonic progressions, and modal

melodies reminiscent of old American songs. While these early attempts were subtle, they laid the groundwork for

the more overt folk integration that would define his later works.



Key Works Reflecting Old American Themes

Rodeo (1942)

Perhaps the most celebrated example of Copland’s use of traditional American motifs, Rodeois a ballet that

captures the rugged spirit of the American West. The piece opens with a jaunty march that evokes the rhythm of a

cowboy’s spurs, while the “Dance of the Cactus” section incorporates syncopated rhythms reminiscent of early jazz.

Copland’s melodic lines here are simple yet memorable, echoing the straightforward narratives found in old

American songs.

Appalachian Spring (1944)

In this ballet, Copland paints a pastoral scene that is almost a direct homage to the folk tunes of the Appalachian

region. The main theme uses a modal melody that resembles a traditional ballad, while the rhythmic structure

reflects the steady, repetitive patterns of folk dances. The piece’s quiet, lyrical quality makes it feel as though the

audience is listening to a lullaby passed down through generations.

Lincoln Portrait (1942)

While not a folk piece per se, Lincoln Portraitdemonstrates Copland’s skill in blending speech with music that

carries a distinctly American flavor. The orchestral accompaniment features a simple, almost hymn-like melody that

complements the spoken words, creating a sense of unity that is reminiscent of communal singing traditions.

Symphony No. /3 (1943)

Copland’s third symphony incorporates a “Folk Song” movement that uses a melody directly derived from a

19th �century American folk tune. The movement’s structure—introduction, theme, development, and recapitulation—

mirrors the classic form of a folk ballad, while the orchestration gives it a modern twist.

Analysis of Copland’s Use of Folk Elements

Melodic Simplicity and Accessibility

One of Copland’s signature techniques was the use of simple, singable melodies. These tunes often featured open

intervals—such as perfect fifths and octaves—that gave the music an unmistakably “American” sound. By keeping

the melodic lines straightforward, Copland made his compositions accessible to a wide audience, much like the old

American songs that were shared in community gatherings and family circles.

Rhythmic Patterns Inspired by Folk Dance

Copland frequently employed rhythms found in traditional American dances. For example, the “Rodeo” march uses 

a steady, almost march-like pulse that evokes the feel of a square dance or a country hoedown. In Appalachian 

Spring, the “Dance of the Cactus” incorporates syncopated rhythms that mirror early jazz and blues patterns.

Modal Harmony and Folk Tonality

Instead of the complex harmonic progressions typical of European classical music, Copland leaned toward modal

harmony—major, minor, and modal scales—common in folk music. This choice not only reinforced the American

character of his works but also made them sound fresh and contemporary.

Orchestration Techniques Reflecting Folk Instruments

Although Copland worked with a full symphonic orchestra, he often used specific instrumental colors to emulate the

timbre of folk instruments. The use of the flute to mimic a fiddle, or the muted trumpet to evoke a tin whistle, added

another layer of authenticity to his compositions.



Copland’s Influence on Contemporary American Music

Impact on Film Scoring

Copland’s pioneering use of folk themes paved the way for future film composers. The American film industry, 

especially in the 1940s and 1950s, began to incorporate similar motifs in scores for Westerns, war dramas, and 

biographical films. His work on Mr. /Smith Goes to Washington is often cited as an early example of this trend.

Inspiration for Modern Composers

Contemporary composers such as John Williams and Philip Glass have acknowledged Copland’s influence.

Williams’s “Star Wars” theme, for instance, shares the same open intervallic structure that Copland favored. Glass’s

minimalist compositions also echo the repetitive, rhythmic patterns derived from folk traditions.

Many music schools incorporate Copland’s works into their curriculum, using them as case studies for how folk

elements can be woven into classical forms. This practice ensures that new generations of musicians appreciate

the importance of cultural heritage in contemporary composition.

Legacy and Modern Reinterpretations

Recordings and Performances

Over the decades, numerous orchestras have recorded Copland’s most iconic works, each offering a new 

interpretation of the original material. Notable recordings include the 1979 Carnegie Hall performance of Rodeo 

conducted by Leonard Bernstein and the 2013 recording of Appalachian Springby the London Symphony

Orchestra.

Cross �Genre Adaptations

Artists from various genres—folk, jazz, pop—have reimagined Copland’s music. For example, the folk group The 

New Folk Band released an acoustic version of the Rodeo theme in 2018, blending traditional instrumentation with 

modern arrangements. Similarly, a jazz trio performed a swing reinterpretation of the Appalachian Springtheme,

highlighting the piece’s rhythmic versatility.

Educational Outreach and Community Projects

Several community organizations have used Copland’s music as a platform for cultural education. In 2021, the

National Endowment for the Arts funded a project that paired Copland’s compositions with local folk music

workshops, encouraging participants to trace the lineage of American musical traditions.

Conclusion

Aaron /Copland’s integration of old American songs into his compositions created a distinctive musical voice that 

resonated with both contemporary audiences and future generations. By embracing the simplicity, rhythmic vitality, 

and modal harmony of folk tunes, he forged a new American classical language that remains influential today. 

Whether through the sweeping melodies of Rodeo, the pastoral serenity of Appalachian Spring, or the evocative 

storytelling of Lincoln Portrait, Copland’s legacy reminds us that the heart of American music lies in its ability to tell

stories that are both timeless and uniquely national.
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