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Aaron Copland (1900-1990) was a popular and notable American composer. His most 

influential teacher was none other than Nadia Boulanger, who would serve as a mentor to 

many American composers including Leonard Bernstein, Virgil Thomson, Leo Sowerby, and 

Philip Glass. Copland officially enrolled at the American Conservatory in Fontainebleau in 1920 

and remained there until 1924, when he then settled in New York. He became the head of the 

composition department at the Berkshire Music Center from 1940 until 1965, and appeared as a 

guest soloist and conductor all over the world until 1983. He is best known for such iconic 

works as Fanfare for the Common Man and Rodeo (both from 1942), and Appalachian Spring and 

Letter from Home (both from 1944).  

 

Letter from Home was composed following an invitation from the famous band leader and 

violinist Paul Whiteman, who was encouraging composers to write music to support the war 

effort. This appealed to Copland – who longed to contribute something – so he subsequently 

created this fresh and short work to inspire images of home in the minds of our troops overseas, 

with the same embodiment of an actual letter from family. Letter from Home is a soundscape of 

energy and color that is nostalgic and reflective. It embodies Copland’s philosophy of writing 

music for audiences, something he embraced during the 1930s when many other composers 

were writing music for artistic merit and legacy over musical aesthetics.  

 

Edward MacDowell (1860-1908) was an important American composer from New York. As a 

young man he studied both in France and Germany (Paris, Wiesbaden, and Frankfurt), where 

he had the opportunity to meet and befriend Franz Liszt. He returned to the U.S. in 1888 as an 

accomplished pianist and composer, and was welcomed into artistic circles. Because many cities 

in the U.S. employed German conductors, his works quickly received playing time, including 

his Piano Concerto No. 2 in D Minor, Op. 23. In 1896, MacDowell became the very first 

professor of music at Columbia University, but due to differences in educational philosophies, 

he resigned his position in 1904. Shortly after this he became sick and depressed, leading to his 

early death on January 23, 1908 at age forty-seven.  

 

MacDowell’s second piano concerto, composed between 1884 and 1885, premiered on March 5, 

1889 with the New York Philharmonic, with himself as the soloist. The work itself is 

conspicuously German, with a clear influence from Schubert, Beethoven, and Liszt. The form of 

the work is unusual in that the first movement is the slow movement, rather than being the 

second or middle movement. Themes from the first movement appear in the finale, but he 

quickly changes the direction of the music, and launches into a triumphant conclusion. The 



second movement is the most furious, and is the most reminiscent of Liszt with virtuosic 

passages and a quick tempo. The concerto is Romantic in style, a result of his early studies in 

Germany, which allowed him to occupy a more accepted role in American music before the 

turn of the century. Following his death, his music fell into obscurity, but is now enjoying 

renewed interest in America and Europe. 

 

Charles Ives (1874-1954) was an insurance and business man, founding the firm Ives & Myrick 

in New York; and the most unique and unusual composer of American music in the age that 

proceeded Frank Zappa. Born in Danbury, Conn., Ives’ father was a bandleader who had a 

profound influence on the musical character and development of his son. Over time, the young 

composer began to improvise – under the encouragement of his father – and was soon creating 

music that lived in more than one key at the same time. He composed a polytonal setting titled 

Variations on America for the organ at age seventeen that is not for the occasional listener… His 

father also provided young Charles with a full background in counterpoint and voice-leading, 

church music, and all things American. In 1894, Ives enrolled at Yale University where he 

studied organ and composition, with Horatio Parker among his teachers. He retired from his 

business in 1930, and essentially from composing music at the same time. He published many of 

his own works, including his 114 Songs, which, were offered to anyone for free, and his Concord 

Sonata, published in 1919 at his own expense.  

 

Ives was something of a radical, and his music was not warmly accepted during his lifetime, 

although he received increased recognition as he aged. He won a Pulitzer Prize in 1947 for his 

third symphony, written in 1911. His music is highly dissonant and awkward at times, with 

unusual chromatic alterations, and the use of polymetric and polyrhythmic situations that were 

ahead of his time. He was also a recluse, and avoided mainstream America and the popular 

America music lifestyle. He did not attend concerts, and he did not normally listen to a radio or 

to records.  

 

Symphony No. 2 was composed while Ives was in his twenties, but was not heard live in 

performance until 1951 when Leonard Bernstein conducted it with the New York Philharmonic. 

The premier evoked strong applause from the audience, which did not include Ives, who 

preferred to listen to it through a radio broadcast, although he did not enjoy that either. Ives 

was displeased with much of what Bernstein did with the score, including a major cut to the 

finale, changes in instrumentation, changes to rhythmic markings, and his refusal to follow 

tempo markings. The problem created by this was a series of other conductors who would 

follow Bernstein’s example, also ignoring the original score, thereby creating a set of musical 

traditions associated with this work. The official Charles Ives Society has since published a new 

definitive edition of the score that is more in line with his original intentions. The work is set in 

five movements, with the third and fourth movements being the slowest. The fourth movement 

acts as an introduction to fifth, the fastest of the five.  
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