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APPALACHIAN SPRING SUITE

Aaron Copland, the Dean of American composers, was born in 1900 of immigrant parents in Brooklyn, 
New York.  In 1921, he moved to Paris to study music.  Upon returning, in 1924 to the United States, he 
developed a distinctive American music.
 
Soon, his fresh and irresistible idiom came to the attention of Martha Graham, the extraordinary 
choreographer and performer who started in 1926 her own innovative school of dance.  In June of 1942, 
she commissioned a score from Copland for $500, specifying that the thirty-minute piece had to be 
for a chamber orchestra of no more than thirteen musicians.  She gave him a loose storyline with a 
number of episodes for which he was to write dance music suitable to her style.  Each episode had a 
short designation, such as Eden Valley, Wedding Day, Moment of Crisis, and The Lord’s Day, but the 
composition itself had no title.  Copland gave it a working title of Ballet for Martha.  The ballet Graham 
created after Copland wrote the music portrays a pioneer celebration in the mid-1800s of a new 
farmhouse in the hills of Pennsylvania built by neighbors for a bride-to-be and her young fiancé.
       
In later years, Copland loved to tell the humorous story of how his Ballet for Martha became 
Appalachian Spring.  “The first thing I said to Martha when I came down to the rehearsal was, ‘Martha, 
whatdya call the ballet?’  She said, ‘Appalachian Spring.’  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘What a nice name.  Where’d ya get 
it?’  She said, ‘It’s the title of a poem by Hart Crane.’  ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘Does the poem have anything to do 
with the ballet?’  She said, ‘No, I just liked the title and I took it.’  And, over and over again, nowadays 
people come up to me after seeing the ballet on stage and say, ‘Mr. Copland, when I see that ballet and 
when I hear your music, I can just see the Appalachians, and I just feel spring.’  And you know, I’ve begun 
to see the Appalachians myself a little bit!”

In 1954, Copland expanded his music into the fully orchestrated version we’ll hear tonight.  Copland 
described the action the music represents: Part 1: “Introduction of the characters in a suffused light.”  
Part 2: “A sudden burst of unison strings starts the action.  A sentiment both elated and religious gives 
the keynote to this scene.”  Part 3: “Duo for Bride and her intended.  Tenderness and passion.”  Part 4: 
“The revivalist and his flock.  Folksy feeling.  Square dances and country fiddlers.”  Part 5: “Solo dance 
of the bride, pre-sentiment of motherhood.  Extremes of joy and fear and wonder.”  Part 6: “Dissipation 
of accumulated energy of the bridal dance to introduce the crown jewel of the piece – the five variations 
and the Shaker hymn ‘Simple Gifts.’”  Part 7: “Calm and flowing.  Scenes of daily activity for the Bride 
and her farmer husband.”  Part 8: “The Bride takes her place among the neighbors.  The couple is left 
quiet and strong in their new house.”


