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Introduction to Aaron Copland's Old American Songs

Aaron Copland's Old American Songs is a remarkable collection that showcases the unique blend
of American folk music with classical influences. Composed in the mid-20th century, Copland's work
reflects the rich tapestry of American culture, drawing inspiration from traditional tunes and the folk
traditions of the United States. This collection is not just a testament to Copland's genius as a
composer but also an exploration of the heart and soul of America during a time of great change.

Background on Aaron Copland

Aaron Copland (1900-1990) is often referred to as the "Dean of American Composers." His music
embodies the spirit of American life and was pivotal in developing a distinct American voice in
classical music. Born in Brooklyn, New York, to Jewish immigrant parents, Copland studied
composition in France and was influenced by the European avant-garde while also being deeply
inspired by American folk music.

The Evolution of American Music

The early 20th century was a transformative period for American music, with jazz, blues, and folk
traditions emerging and evolving. Copland sought to capture this burgeoning American identity
through his compositions. He believed that music should reflect the experiences and values of the
nation, making it relatable to a broader audience.

In his pursuit, Copland became known for his ability to synthesize various musical styles, blending
classical forms with the simplicity of folk melodies. This approach culminated in works like Old
American Songs, which pay homage to the traditional music that shaped American culture.

Overview of Old American Songs

Old American Songs is divided into two sets: the first published in 1950 and the second in 1952.
Each set comprises arrangements of traditional American folk songs, showcasing Copland's deft
ability to elevate simple melodies into sophisticated art songs.

First Set of Old American Songs

The first set includes:



1. "The Boatmen’s Dance" - A lively, toe-tapping song that captures the spirit of river life in America.
2. "The Little Horses" - A lullaby that reflects the tenderness and warmth of childhood.

3. "At the River" - A piece that evokes imagery of peace and tranquility, inspired by the biblical
reference to the Jordan River.

4. "T Bought Me a Cat" - A playful, humorous song that captures the whimsical nature of rural life.

Each of these songs is characterized by Copland's unique harmonization, which respects the original
folk melodies while adding depth and nuance through orchestration and vocal arrangement.

Second Set of Old American Songs

The second set consists of:

1. "Ching-a-ring Chaw" - A lively, rhythmic piece that embodies the spirit of celebration.

2. "The Dodger" - A humorous song that tells the tale of a clever character.

3. "Simple Gifts" - Perhaps the most famous of the selections, this Shaker hymn speaks to the joy of
simplicity and has been adopted in various contexts beyond classical music.

4. "The Golden Willow Tree" - A poignant song that reflects on themes of loss and memory.

These selections further showcase Copland's ability to blend poignant lyrics with rich musical
textures, creating a tapestry of sound that resonates with audiences.

Musical Characteristics of Old American Songs

Copland's Old American Songs are defined by several key musical characteristics:

Melodic Simplicity

The melodies in Old American Songs are often straightforward and accessible, making them easy to
sing and remember. This simplicity reflects the folk traditions from which they are drawn, allowing
listeners to connect with the music on a personal level.

Rich Harmonization

While the melodies are simple, Copland's harmonization adds complexity and richness to the music.
He employs a variety of harmonic techniques that enhance the emotional impact of the songs,
allowing them to resonate with both vocalists and audiences.

Rhythmic Vitality

Many of the songs feature lively rhythms that capture the essence of American folk music. Copland's



use of syncopation and varied meter creates a dynamic listening experience, encouraging movement
and engagement from performers and audiences alike.

Emphasis on Text Expression

Copland's settings of the texts in Old American Songs demonstrate a deep understanding of the
relationship between music and words. He carefully crafts musical phrases that mirror the natural
speech patterns of the lyrics, resulting in a seamless integration of text and music that enhances the
overall emotional message.

The Impact of Old American Songs

Old American Songs has had a lasting impact on the world of classical music and American culture.
Its significance can be examined through several lenses:

Preservation of American Folk Heritage

By arranging these traditional songs, Copland contributed to the preservation and celebration of
American folk music. His work has introduced these melodies to new generations, ensuring their
continued relevance and appreciation.

Influence on Future Composers

Copland's innovative approach to integrating folk elements into classical music has inspired
countless composers who followed him. His work opened the door for the incorporation of other
musical styles into classical compositions, leading to a richer and more diverse musical landscape.

Educational Value

Old American Songs is frequently performed in educational settings, providing students with a
glimpse into American musical heritage. The songs are often included in vocal repertoire for singers,
allowing them to explore both the technical and expressive aspects of performance.

Conclusion

Aaron Copland's Old American Songs stands as a monumental achievement in American music. By
weaving together the threads of folk tradition and classical form, Copland created a collection that is
not only musically rich but also deeply resonant with the American spirit. These songs continue to be
celebrated and performed, serving as a testament to Copland's enduring legacy as a composer and



his commitment to capturing the essence of American life. Through Old American Songs, audiences
are invited to experience the beauty and simplicity of American folk music, ensuring that these
melodies remain a vibrant part of the cultural landscape for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Aaron Copland's 'Old American Songs'?

Aaron Copland's 'Old American Songs' is a set of arrangements of traditional American folk songs
and spirituals, originally composed for voice and piano, and later orchestrated. The collection
showcases Copland's unique style and celebrates American musical heritage.

How many volumes of 'Old American Songs' did Aaron Copland
compose?

Aaron Copland composed two volumes of 'Old American Songs'. The first volume was completed in
1950 and the second in 1952, each featuring a selection of folk songs that reflect the American
spirit.

What themes are present in Copland's 'Old American Songs'?

The themes in Copland's 'Old American Songs' often revolve around nostalgia, rural life, love, and
loss. The songs evoke a sense of Americana and reflect the simplicity and beauty of everyday life.

Which well-known songs are included in Copland's 'Old
American Songs'?

Some well-known songs included in Copland's 'Old American Songs' are 'Simple Gifts', 'The
Boatmen's Dance', and 'I Bought Me a Cat'. These songs are beloved for their melodic charm and
cultural significance.

How has 'Old American Songs' influenced modern American
music?

'Old American Songs' has influenced modern American music by inspiring contemporary composers
to incorporate folk elements into their works. Copland's blending of classical techniques with folk
traditions has encouraged a broader appreciation for American musical roots.
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