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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 Aaron Copland (1900-1990) is widely recognized for his unmistakably “American 

sound.” Scholarly discourse surrounding Copland’s compositional and aesthetic style focuses on 

various sources ranging from his studies in Paris, to European modernism, to jazz. Surprisingly, 

though, much of this discourse omits the considerable impact on Copland by his contemporary, 

the composer Carlos Chávez (1899–1978) and his native Mexico.  

 This thesis argues that Copland’s relationship with Chávez was a driving force behind the 

formation of Copland’s identity as an American composer. Details of their vast correspondence 

reveal the significant extent and impact of their friendship and professional collaboration. 

Copland’s first visit to Mexico at the request of Chávez can be viewed as a catalyst for the 

significant period of success beginning in the 1930s with the publication of El Salón México. 

And while their shared philosophy that music should be accessible to the public aligned their 

professional and artistic goals, their compositions also bear specific similarities in style, texture, 

and harmonic color—notably, jagged rhythms, angular phrases, and the frequent use of quartal 

and quintal harmonies; such similarities are found in Copland’s Short Symphony and Statements 

for Orchestra and Chávez’s Horsepower Suite and Sinfonía India.  

 This thesis thus calls for a reexamination of the significance of Copland’s and Chávez’s 

lifelong friendship and of modernist trends of Pan-American music in the twentieth century, all 

in an effort to further understand the role played by Latin American music in the development of 

music in the Americas.
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INTRODUCTION 

  

 While Aaron Copland (1900–1990) has, for many, become synonymous with American 

music, he is seldom associated with Mexico and one of its most celebrated composers, Carlos 

Chávez (1899–1978). Copland and Chávez made significant contributions to the changing 

landscape of Pan-American music in the twentieth century. The best of friends, each was a 

champion of the other’s music. They were musical ambassadors of their countries, sharing their 

music across borders—voices of America and Mexico, intertwined in lifelong friendship.  

 Although Copland was best known for establishing a distinctly “American” sound, his 

enthusiasm for musical experimentation translated to a diverse output of music, finding 

inspiration in jazz, modernism, folk song, and serialism. For many, his best-known works 

captured an idea of the spirit of the United States, evoking images of the Wild West, majestic 

landscapes, and the frontier. By the end of his life he had successfully created an enduring legacy 

that would brand him as America’s quintessential twentieth-century composer. A fervent and 

steadfast spokesperson for American music, he advocated for new composers and their rightful 

place among their European counterparts. For his part, Carlos Chávez created a musical bridge 

between Mexico and the United States, determined to show the world the abundance of art and 

talent found within his country. An exponent of indigenous music and folklore, he 

singlehandedly laid the foundation for Mexican modernist music and its circulation. Chávez was 

also a gifted conductor, known for his interpretations of both classic and modern repertoire. 

 Biographical publications about Aaron Copland recount his travels to Mexico and his 

friendship with Chávez, including his love for Latin American culture. Moreover, proof of their 

camaraderie can be found throughout the vast collection of letters and telegrams detailing 
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transnational visits and shared artistic ventures. Of the publications that discuss the Copland-

Chávez friendship, few go beyond the discussion of familiar dates and events, and they rarely 

explore its significance and depth. Although their correspondence has been well-preserved and 

documented in a number of scholarly publications, it seldom generates the type of discourse that 

is needed in order to shift current perspectives to be more inclusive of Latin America and its role 

in the development of American music, and specifically, the cultural and musical exchange 

between the United States and Mexico during the twentieth century. For some scholars, such as 

Howard Pollack, a clear example of this exchange—which took place between Copland and 

Mexican composers Chávez and Revueltas—provides the opportunity to explore the possibility 

of a Mexican-American art music tradition in the way that historians refer to an Austro-German 

or Franco-Russian tradition.1 However, the concept of a Mexican-American art music tradition is 

not yet a commonly recognized part of the scholarly discourse. 

 Copland published several books, beginning in 1939 with What to Listen for in Music, 

that advocated for modern music, including the “sharply seasoned sonorities” found in the 

compositions of Carlos Chávez and the “entirely refreshing effect” of a Mexican-Indian folk tune 

found in Sinfonía India (1936).2 Through Copland’s published books and articles, it is possible to 

interpret and study music from the composer’s perspective and to understand which elements he 

valued. They also provide a great deal of evidence regarding his admiration for and friendship 

with Carlos Chávez. Our New Music (1941) includes an entire chapter on Carlos Chávez and 

cites on multiple occasions the achievements and qualities Copland so admired in a fellow 

 
 1 Howard Pollack, “Aaron Copland, Carlos Chávez, and Silvestre Revueltas: Retracing an Ignored 
Dialogue,” in Carlos Chávez and His World, ed. Leonora Saavedra (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 
106. 
 
 2 Aaron Copland, What to Listen for in Music (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1939), 57, 244. 
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composer and musical pioneer. Copland’s goals as a composer can often be found within his own 

descriptions of Chávez’s music and his role in his home country of Mexico as a conductor, 

lecturer, orchestral leader, and spokesperson for the arts.  

 Scholarly discourse surrounding the development of Copland’s compositional and 

aesthetic style tends to focus on traditionally accepted sources of influence, from his illustrious 

composition teacher, Nadia Boulanger, to his years of study in Paris (which first exposed him to 

the Ballet Suedois and the Concerts Koussevitzky), to European modernism, and to jazz. 

Copland’s compositional style, as well as his interest in folk song, has been attributed to his 

admiration for the music of Igor Stravinsky (whom he called the “the hero” of his student days).3  

 Unfortunately, much of this discourse often omits or understates the considerable impact 

on Copland by Carlos Chávez and his native Mexico, though there is evidence to support the 

claim that his influence was an important element in the evolution of Copland’s approach as a 

composer, the development of his compositional style, and his career as a conductor and cultural 

diplomat. In a similar sort of omission, study of the music of Chávez has been confined within 

the parameters of Mexican music, its ability to transcend borders oppressed by the rigidity of 

racial stereotypes. As a result, Copland’s remarkable relationship with Chávez remains largely 

underappreciated and in some cases completely unacknowledged. The omission of such ideas, 

though not done maliciously, is a reflection of the tendency in American music historiography to 

overlook contributions made by Latin American composers. This is not to imply that other 

influences on Copland’s development are to be discredited or devalued; rather, it presents the 

opportunity to embrace a broader and more expansive understanding of his contribution to 

 
 3 Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland: 1900 Through 1942 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 
72. 
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American music within the context of Pan-American politics and modernist trends of the early to 

mid-twentieth century.  

 Research pertaining to Copland’s El Salón México seems to be the exception, as it has 

been widely acknowledged by scholars that its inspiration stemmed from a visit to Mexico in 

1932 at the request of Chávez—a fact that Copland confirmed on multiple occasions in letters 

and interviews.4 However, the possibility that Latin American influence extends beyond El Salón 

México and other works with such obvious titles as “Mexican Dance and Finale” in Billy the Kid 

(1938) or Three Latin American Sketches (1959–1972) has yet to be considered fully. While El 

Salón México marks the most easily identified and defined starting point of Copland’s new and 

more accessible compositional style of the 1930s, it was also an important catalyst—notably 

because of its popularity and financial success—in the formation of Copland’s prosperous career 

and enduring legacy as a composer, as will be explored in subsequent chapters. 

 A thorough reexamination of the Copland-Chávez friendship makes evident the many 

ways in which Chávez, Mexico’s most well-known composer and a compositional giant of the 

first half of the twentieth century, had an impact on the work of the so-called “Dean of American 

Composers.”5 This thesis argues that Copland’s relationship with Chávez was a driving force 

behind the formation of Copland’s identity as an American composer, and in doing so recognizes 

the contributions of Chávez to American music as a Pan-American composer. The intent of this 

document is to encourage discourse with respect to Latin American music and composers in an 

effort to reshape the narrative of American music in favor of greater inclusivity. The second, 

 
 4 Julia Smith, Aaron Copland: His Work and Contribution to American Music (New York: E.P. Dutton & 
Company, 1955), 38 and 97. 
 
 5 John Rockwell, “Copland, Dean of American Music, Dies at 90,” The New York Times, December 3, 
1990. 
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equally important purpose is to foster a deeper understanding of Carlos Chávez’s influence on 

the life and career of Aaron Copland. 
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CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE STAGE: SIMILARITIES IN UPBRINGING  

AND EARLY EDUCATION 

 

 Even though Carlos Chávez did not benefit from the enriched musical environment 

readily available to his contemporaries in Europe and the United States, he was still able to 

redefine Mexican nationalism. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Mexico 

could boast but a few musicians of note, such as folklorist Manuel Ponce, virtuoso pianist 

Ricardo Castro, and composer and theorist Julián Carrillo. His country also lacked the number of 

professional orchestras enjoyed by the United States and Europe. Fortunately, the national 

orchestra thrived under Chávez’s leadership—highlighting one of the many ways Mexico is 

indebted to Chávez. His music was the height of modernity, yet it possessed timelessness of 

Mexico’s ancient native cultures. It was both familiar and obscure—a mix of vibrant and robust 

folklore, juxtaposed with the rigid steel of machine music. Chávez composed using angular 

phrases and striking contrasts but was able to capture a distinctly Mexican sound by 

incorporating folk idioms and indigenous idiosyncrasies such as the use of pre-Columbian 

instruments and complex rhythmic patterns. Few composers of his time could boast the power 

and influence he commanded in Mexico throughout his career. Details regarding Chávez’s early 

life and educational background are generally not well-known, but they are an important facet of 

his growth into a powerhouse in the world of Mexican music, and they provide context for the 

Copland-Chávez friendship.  

 Chávez’s upbringing played an important role in his musical taste and interests. The 

seventh child of a mestizo family, he took his first piano lessons from his older brother Manuel at 

the age of nine.6 From an early age he was exposed to the culture and music of indigenous 

 
 6 Herbert Weinstock, “Carlos Chávez,” The Musical Quarterly 22, no. 4 (1936): 435.  
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peoples, which would become a central theme in several of his compositions. His family often 

traveled throughout Mexico to places such as Tlaxcala, Michoacán, Oaxaca, and Guanajuato, 

where indigenous culture was prevalent. His earliest compositions (written before 1921) drew on 

European classical and romantic music in both compositional form and their titles, with works 

such as Prelude and Fugue, Sonata Fantasia, and Gavota.7 Also among his juvenilia, however, 

were arrangements of revolutionary and traditional Mexican songs, products of his teenage 

years; they offer a glimpse into the mid-1920s, foretelling the firm stance that Chávez would 

later take in favor of nationalistic music.8  

 In an effort to acquire knowledge of counterpoint, theory, harmony, and orchestration, 

Chávez studied harmony treatises such as Albert Giraud’s Traité d’Instrumentation et 

Orchestration. By doing so he was able to understand the orchestral scores of European masters 

such as Bach, Beethoven, Wagner, and Debussy, which he studied meticulously.9 In a letter to 

his biographer, Roberto Garcia Morillo, Chávez stated, “I never wanted to have a composition 

teacher because I considered them extremely dogmatic and because I believed that the best 

teachers would be the ‘great masters,’ whose works I studied in great depth.”10 

 Although he was self-taught, his career as a composer progressed quickly. From 1917 to 

1918, he had his first lessons in harmony with Juan B. Fuentes. In 1920, the first of his 

compositions were selected for publication; by 1921, he was offered his first major commission 

 
 7 Robert L. Parker, Carlos Chávez: Mexico’s Modern-Day Orpheus (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1983), 5. 
 
 8 Ibid., 3. 
  
 9 Ibid. 
 
 10 As quoted in Diane Nordyke, “The Piano Works of Carlos Chávez” (PhD diss., Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, 1982), 2. 
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by the newly-formed Mexican government for his ballet El Fuego Nuevo (The New Fire).11 

Chávez was still a young man in his twenties when he was awarded the position of musical 

director of the Symphony Orchestra of Mexico in addition to the directorship of the Mexican 

National Conservatory of music in 1928—an opportunity which caused a young Copland to feel 

“a little envious.”12 Upon reviewing Chávez’s accomplishments from before age 30, it is evident 

why Copland admired him and held him in such high esteem. 

 Like Copland, Chávez was born at the turn of the century. Born into a tumultuous 

country—a Mexico on the brink of rebellion—it would ultimately shape him into the composer 

who would be remembered as one of Mexico’s greatest artists.  When he was eleven years old, 

growing tension fueled by the 1910 self-re-election of dictator Porfirio Diaz ignited a war that 

would last for ten more years, radically changing the landscape of Mexico’s government and 

culture. Although Chávez grew up in the midst of the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920), he and 

his family were able to find work in Mexico City. His mother, Juvencia, and her six children 

were on the federal payroll as teachers under the Secretariat of Public Education; Carlos taught 

music.13 In 1915, school teachers were ordered to leave Mexico City as the revolution grew more 

intense. After relocating to Veracruz, Chávez traveled to Mexico City to collect the family’s 

paychecks. On one such visit at the age of sixteen, he was almost struck by a stray bullet after 

crossing paths with the opposing forces of Venustiano Carranza and Emiliano Zapata.14  

 
 11 Parker, Carlos Chávez: Mexico’s Modern-Day Orpheus, 4. 
 
 12 As quoted in Pollack, “Aaron Copland, Carlos Chávez, and Silvestre Revueltas,” 99. 
 
 13 Parker, Carlos Chávez: Mexico’s Modern-Day Orpheus, 1. 
 
 14 Ibid., 2. 
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 Despite the many afflictions of war, Mexico’s artistic spirit rose like a phoenix from the 

ashes. Chávez’s coming of age coincided with the end of the revolution, during a time of artistic 

rejuvenation and the reclamation of Mexico’s identity, previously stifled by European influence. 

In the words of musicologist Robert Parker, “As the Mexican revolution surged after 1910, 

Chávez became heir to the renascence which began to pervade the arts. Caught up in the spirit of 

this artistic movement, he wrote, at age sixteen, “The Present Importance of the Flowering of 

National Music.”15 Evident by the title of his article, Chávez was shaped from a young age by 

the rediscovery of Mexico’s cultural identity—specifically its pre-Conquest past—and the 1920s 

ushered in a new era as indigenismo took hold.16 For Chávez, the richness of Mexican folk music 

and art created lasting impressions of stories and traditions worth sharing through his own work, 

rooted heavily in Mexico’s complex history: the amalgamation of Spanish and indigenous 

heritage. 

 In addition to ending the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz (1830–1915), one of the main 

objectives of the Revolution had been to establish the Mexican nation, as discussed in scholar 

Luis Velasco-Pufleau’s article “Nationalism, Authoritarianism and Cultural Construction: Carlos 

Chávez and Mexican Music.” Velasco-Pufleau asserts that the top priorities of the post-

revolutionary regime were the construction of a national cultural identity and the 

institutionalization of a nationalist discourse in the arts.17 However, this time of cultural and 

artistic rebuilding was a painful and slow process because of factors ranging from a lack of 

infrastructure in virtually every area from linguistics, culture, and politics to a lack of economic 

 
 15 Ibid., 3. 
 
 16 Ibid. 
 
 17 Luis Velasco-Pufleau, “Nationalism, Authoritarianism and Cultural Construction: Carlos Chávez and 
Mexican Music (1921–1952),” Music & Politics 6, no. 2 (2012): 3. 
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and social unity.18 For Chávez, these struggles defined the experience of erecting Mexico’s 

classical music culture from the ground up from the 1920s through the end of his life. 

 The early twentieth century was rich with a sense of yearning for cultural and national 

identity on both sides of the border. Unified in the Pan-American pursuit of music and art that 

could be deemed as un-European, a drive toward cultural inclusivity and accessibility for the 

lower classes was yet another commonality shared by the United States and Mexico. According 

to Velasco-Pufleau, post-Revolution ideas in Mexico aimed to “integrate a population that had 

been excluded from the development models prior to the revolution” in addition to creating a 

“new national culture with which citizens could identify themselves regardless of their ethnic or 

social origin.”19 These ideas permeated Mexican culture, in turn molding Chávez’s own 

mentality and that of his entire generation. For instance, Mexican artists such as Diego Rivera, 

José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros led the Mexican Muralist movement, 

providing a visual record of Mexican culture, history, and daily life. They moved away from 

elitist ideals by making art accessible to the public—the same profoundly influential concept that 

would later manifest itself in the work of Chávez and Copland—using murals as their 

storytelling mediums. Similarly, the concept of finding an American musical identity resonated 

with Copland (and many in his generation), resulting in his search for a sound that would 

represent America.  

 And just as Chávez came of age in a time of dissension and political strife, Copland also 

grew up in a nation on the brink of entering World War I (1914-1918). In his autobiography, 

Copland shared his experiences during the war:  

 
 18 Ibid., 2. 
 
 19 Ibid., 3. 
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It was the summers away from home that played a significant role in my development. . . 
. The first half of the summer of 1916 was occupied berry-picking in Marlboro, New 
York, to help the war effort by taking the place of men who were drafted. I went with a 
small group from Boys’ High, picked all day, and slept in the hay in the farmer’s barn at 
night. . . . The summer of 1917 was divided between more berry-picking and a job as a 
runner for a Wall Street brokerage firm.20  
 

Not only did Copland volunteer on behalf of the war effort, but he also spent time preparing for 

the war in other ways. In a letter dated October 18, 1917 to friend and fellow musician, John 

Kober, Copland wrote, “I regret that we have no opportunity to meet before the concert, but 

Friday is my Military Training Day, so it is hardly possible.”21 In a letter to his parents written 

several years later in 1921 while in Paris, Copland expressed strong feelings of opposition for 

any type of warfare: 

But I have wandered from telling you of the battlefields. I could write a young book 
about everything I saw, but it would be too disgusting. . . . To think that men can be such 
beasts. One thing is sure—I am absolutely inoculated against war fever, for all time to 
come, and not if everybody stood on their heads, would I fight in any army for any cause. 
I’d go to prison first. If everyone did the same, there would be no war, and I’ll be the first 
to start.22 
 

 As with Chávez, Copland’s own musical tastes were influenced by the ongoing conflict, 

which coincided with the height of anti-German and pro-French sentiment in the United States 

elicited by World War I.23 Copland’s song “After Antwerp” (1917) was inspired by the 

bloodshed in Europe and set to a text written by Belgian poet Émile Cammaerts (“Sing, 

 
 20 Copland and Perlis, Copland: 1900 Through 1942, 24. 
 
 21 Aaron Copland, The Selected Correspondence of Aaron Copland, ed. Elizabeth B. Crist and Wayne 
Shirley (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 3. 
 
 22 Aaron Copland, Letter to his family, 19 September 1921, Aaron Copland Collection, Library of 
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/copland.corr0022/. 
 
 23 Howard Pollack, Aaron Copland: The Life and Work of an Uncommon Man (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, Inc., 1999), 36. 
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Belgians, sing, / Although our wounds may burn”).24 As Germany lost control of its artistic 

influence, French and Russian composers paved a new path for themselves, moving away from 

the long-standing traditions of Austro-Germanic composers, and the victory of the Allies in 1918 

triggered the shift from Germany to France as the European center of interest for Americans.25 In 

his autobiography, Copland discussed the perceived transfer of artistic dominance to Paris:  

I had read in the magazine Musical America of a plan by the French government to 
establish a summer school for American musicians in the Palace of Fontainebleau, a short 
distance from Paris. This was said to be a gesture of appreciation to America for its 
friendship during World War I. . . . It was known that any well-educated musician had to 
have the European experience. In the past, that had meant Germany, but since the war, 
the focus for the arts had shifted to France.”26  
 

During this time, Copland’s piano teacher, Rubin Goldmark, a staunch musical conservative, 

unintentionally encouraged his pupil’s curiosity for “modern” music. In his autobiographical 

sketch “Composer from Brooklyn,” Copland said: 

As far as I can remember no one ever told me about “modern music.” I apparently 
happened on it in the natural course of my musical explorations. It was Goldmark, a 
convinced conservative in musical matters, who first actively discouraged this commerce 
with the “moderns.” That was enough to whet any young man’s appetite. The fact that the 
music was in some sense forbidden only increased its attractiveness. Moreover, it was 
difficult to get. The War had made the importation of new music a luxury; Scriabin and 
Debussy and Ravel were bringing high prices. By the time I was eighteen I already had 
something of the reputation of a musical rebel—in Goldmark’s eyes at any rate.27 
 

 Young Chávez also had an appetite for modern music. Just as Goldmark (as Copland 

pictured him) was vexed by his pupil’s taste for the experimental and progressive, Chávez’s 

piano teacher, well-known Mexican composer Manuel Ponce (1882–1948), also “fretted that his 

 
 24 Ibid. 
 
 25 Smith, Aaron Copland, 39. 
 
 26 Copland and Perlis, Copland: 1900 Through 1942, 35. 
 
 27 Aaron Copland, “Composer from Brooklyn: An Autobiographical Sketch,” Magazine of Art 32 (1939): 
522. 
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former pupil was too quickly embracing the new sounds of the European avant-garde.”28 After 

Chávez made his debut concert as a composer in 1921, Ponce wrote, “Will he renounce 

Romanticism to steadfastly follow the banner of the modernists?”29   

 Coming of age during wartime was not the only thing Copland and Chávez had in 

common. Both men were pianists, conductors, authors, lecturers, teachers, administrators, and 

leaders in the world of music, although each considered himself first and foremost a composer. 

Even as unacquainted adolescents, there were many parallels and uncanny resemblances in their 

earliest musical education and compositional ventures. Perhaps one possible explanation for their 

close bond can be traced back to their similar musical upbringings. Though these similarities 

were mere coincidences, they provide context for the friendship that was forged in a short period 

of time.  

 Scholar Robert Parker provides an excellent and detailed comparison of their similarities 

in his article “Copland and Chávez: Brothers-in-Arms” in which much of the following 

information can be found. For example, born only seventeen months apart, each was the 

youngest in his family and began his first piano lessons with older siblings before continuing 

with an established teacher.30 As teenagers, Copland and Chávez began lessons in harmony, 

though the two had been composing since childhood. Each had his first compositions performed 

publicly at the age of twenty-one, and for his first large-scale work, each wrote a ballet. While 

those details may seem insignificant, it is worth noting that Copland and Chávez were exposed to 

the avant-garde music of the early twentieth century after leaving their hometowns in the 1920s 

 
 28 William Robin, “Carlos Chávez, Mexican Modernist,” The New York Times, July 30, 2015. 
 
 29 Leonora Saavedra, “Carlos Chávez’s Polysemic Style: Constructing the National, Seeking the 
Cosmopolitan,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 68 (2015): 107. 
 
 30 Parker, “Copland and Chávez,” 433. 
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to pursue travel to Europe. Copland left New York City and Chávez left Mexico City, the two 

great cultural hubs of their countries. While abroad, both enjoyed the success of having music 

published by a major European publisher. Copland began his studies at the Fontainebleau School 

of Music, eventually finding himself in the studio of Nadia Boulanger, which he cited as the 

most important musical event of his career.31 Chávez spent time in Vienna, Berlin, and Paris 

where he met French composer and critic, Paul Dukas, who encouraged him to concentrate on 

the culturally rich music of Mexico just as Manuel de Falla had done with Spanish music—a 

moment of great significance in his own career.32  

 Following his travels through Europe, Chávez spent time in New York City familiarizing 

himself with new circles of modern musicians and composers, most of whom had sprung up 

during his time in Europe following the end of World War I.  Inspired by concerts of modern 

music organized by the International Composers’ Guild and the League of Composers, he 

returned to Mexico in March of 1924 with a newfound resolve to move away from European 

traditions in pursuit of the new art flourishing within Mexico. Chávez went on to organize his 

own series of concerts which were held at the National Preparatory School in Mexico City. He 

named this series “Concerts of New Music” which lasted from 1924 to 1926.33 He programmed 

mainly chamber music, featuring his own compositions in addition to the works of Auric, 

Bartók, Debussy, Falla, Honegger, Milhaud, Poulenc, Revueltas, Satie, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, 

and Varèse—the latter of whom commissioned Chávez to write a new chamber work in 1924 for 

a concert in Paris.34 

 
 31 Smith, Aaron Copland, 45. 
 
 32 Parker, Carlos Chávez: Mexico’s Modern-Day Orpheus, 5. 
  
 33 Ibid. 
 
 34 Ibid. 
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 Copland returned to New York in June of 1924, a mere three months after Chávez 

journeyed back to Mexico City. As to be expected, he soon found himself in the company of the 

same networks of composers with whom Chávez had made acquaintance a few months prior. 

Like Chávez, Copland had also been offered a significant commission in 1924. He was to write 

an organ concerto for Nadia Boulanger’s upcoming American tour. In January of 1925, the piece 

titled Symphony for Organ and Orchestra was conducted by Walter Damrosch with Boulanger 

as the soloist.35 Two of Copland’s compositions, The Cat and the Mouse and Passacaglia, were 

selected to be added to the program of a concert organized by the League of Composers in 

November of 1924.36 For Copland, this was a momentous occasion, marking the first time his 

music would be performed on American soil. In his autobiographical sketch, Copland wrote:  

I returned to New York in the fall to finish the orchestration of the symphony and began 
to look about me. Without my being aware of it, postwar activities in Europe had affected 
American musical circles also. Shortly after my departure for France the International 
Composers’ Guild and the League of Composers had begun to familiarize the American 
public with the output of the new composers of the “left.” Like many other composers of 
so-called radical tendencies, I naturally turned to them for support.37  
 

 For the next year Copland would remain in New York and Chávez in Mexico.  

After his years in Europe, Copland was anxious to find a sound that could be deemed 

“American” in style. Just as Chávez had turned away from Europe and toward his native land for 

inspiration at the advice of Dukas, Copland was likewise eager to move away from the same 

established traditions in search of something new: 

I was anxious to write a work that would immediately be recognized as American in 
character. This desire to be “American” was symptomatic of the period. It made me think 
of my Symphony [Symphony for Organ and Orchestra 1924] as too European in 

 
 35 Copland, “Composer from Brooklyn,” 548. 
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inspiration. I had experimented a little with the rhythms of popular music in several 
earlier compositions, but now I wanted frankly to adopt the jazz idiom and see what I 
could do with it in a symphonic way.38 
 

Copland experimented with jazz in his suite for orchestra, Music for the Theater (1925), which 

has been described by scholar Elliott Antokoletz as his “first work to reveal the anti-Romantic 

influence of Stravinsky as well as American jazz after his return to the United States.”39 The 

following year, Chávez began composing one of his best-known works, a ballet titled Caballos 

de vapor, Sinfonía de baile (which will be further discussed and studied in conjunction with 

works by Copland in a later chapter) known in English as Horse-power: Ballet Symphony (1926). 

The ballet was a depiction of industrialized, modern-day Mexico and incorporated a traditional 

Mexican song from the state of Oaxaca, “La Sandunga.” Following the many parallelisms and 

peculiar synchronicities which had occurred throughout their lives (unbeknownst to each other), 

the stage was at long last set for their meeting.

 
 38 Copland, “Composer from Brooklyn,” 549. 
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CHAPTER 2: PAN-AMERICAN IDENTITY AND THE DEPARTURE 

FROM EUROPEAN TRADITIONS 

 

 As a young man, Carlos Chávez journeyed to Europe in search of answers, eager to 

discover his place in the world as a composer and musician. Therefore, it is most ironic that upon 

his return home, he began the process of distancing himself from the music of European 

composers. The desire to create a distinction between the art and music of the Americas in 

comparison to European art and music was a significant objective for many figures of the early 

twentieth century, including Aaron Copland. This chapter explores how the shared goal of 

creating a Pan-American musical tradition would ultimately bring Copland and Chávez closer 

together as they searched for a new artistic identity. 

 Chávez returned to the United States in 1926, having spent two years in Mexico 

following his travels to Europe. His second sojourn, which lasted several years (1926–1928), 

proved to be most advantageous on several accounts. He was invited to become a member of the 

International Composers Guild and the League of Composers, and he became a co-founder of the 

Pan-American Association of Composers. It was also during this visit that Chávez and Copland 

met for the first time, in the fall of 1926. This meeting would be the beginning of a long-term 

friendship that would last until Chávez’s death in 1978. The two had been introduced by critic 

Paul Rosenfeld whom Copland had met through the League of Composers two years earlier in 

1924 when he first returned to New York City, following his studies in France.40  

 By the late 1920s, Chávez was moving toward the style of composition that would later 

define his roles within Pan-American music and cement his place as Mexico’s leading composer. 

 
 40 Smith, Aaron Copland, 38, 97. 
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His ambition to create that which was considered new and decidedly non-European had already 

begun to manifest itself in his compositions, drawing on indigenous customs and Mexican 

folksongs to guide his path, as addressed in chapter one. In his book By the Way of Art (1928), 

Paul Rosenfeld praised Chávez for the “original aspects of his work” and the manner in which he 

was able to “make us feel America.”41 Rosenfeld continued with his praises, complimenting 

Chávez and his “passion for the relics of Aztec culture as well as the forms of existing life.”42 In 

his book written the following year, An Hour with American Music (1929), Rosenfeld 

pronounced the music of Chávez as “manifestly un-European,” and further emphasized his place 

in American music by way of his connection with “the American soil and the savage chants of 

the Indians.” Rosenfeld continued, “Him [Chávez] part Amerindian, the atonal sing-song of his 

lyrical themes strongly recall the crowing and cackling of the red-man in his dusty pueblos.”43 

This poses the question: Why was Chávez so boldly proclaimed American in his method of 

composition, yet remained so excluded within the scope of mainstream American music and 

modern historiography? Chávez was the foremost composer of Mexico in the twentieth century 

and a proud ambassador of his people, but much of his music also resonated with the spirit of the 

Americas and its American composers, impervious to the restrictions of borders. Copland went 

as far as to refer to Chávez as “one of the few Americans about whom we can say that he is more 

than a reflection of Europe.”44 Both Copland and Rosenfeld’s assertions regarding Chávez serve 
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as a testament to the universal quality of his music and the sense of Pan-American unity which 

had arisen during the first half of the twentieth century, including the formation of the 

International Composers’ Guild and Pan-American Association of Composers to which Chávez 

belonged, as previously addressed.  

 Perhaps one answer lies in the notion that America itself is ambiguous—both as a place 

and in terms of how its occupants are labeled. To begin, there is no formal or exact definition of 

what constitutes a “true” American, the citizens and residents of the United States, and indeed 

the Americas beyond this country’s borders, belong to a vast array of nationalities and cultures. 

And no single person or group can claim to be the truest version of Americanness. Rather, the 

concept of America is a paradox: a dichotomy of inclusiveness and exclusiveness, a mix of 

immigrants and native peoples. To further complicate the issue, because of the United States’ 

claim to the term “American,” the remainder of the Western hemisphere has been robbed of its 

right to the word. In her book Representing the Good Neighbor, Carol Hess discusses this 

conundrum while calling attention to the changing attitudes toward Pan-Americanism, all of 

which were dependent on the political climate; she cites such items as the Monroe Doctrine, 

Manifest Destiny, the Good Neighbor Policy, and the Cold War.45  

 A perfect example of the ambiguity of the term “American” can be found in the 

following exchange between Argentinian composer Alberto Ginastera (1916–1983) and music 

historian and critic, Gilbert Chase (1906–1992). In 1964, Chase was to present a series of 

lectures on American music at the Centro Latinoamericano de Altos Estudios Musicales (Latin 

American Center of Advanced Musical Studies) in Buenos Aires. His correspondence with 

 
 45 Carol A. Hess, Representing the Good Neighbor: Music, Difference, and the Pan American Dream (New 
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Ginastera, who was the director of the center, further highlights the confusion associated with the 

problematic term “American.” In a letter to Chase, Ginastera politely explains, “[You] 

understood the word ‘American’ as we understand the word estadounidense [of the United 

States]. . . . In speaking of an American aesthetic, I was taking into account the whole continent 

from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.”46 Chase, well aware of the pitfalls when using the term 

“American,” wrote the following in his book A Guide to the Music of Latin America (1942), “We 

are not North Americans because so are Mexicans and Canadians,” adding, “If we don’t call 

ourselves ‘Americans,’ in the national sense, we’re left without any name at all. Sad fate for a 

great country!”47 

 In revisiting Copland’s words from his autobiographical sketch (“I was anxious to write a 

work that would immediately be recognized as American in character. This desire to be 

“American” was symptomatic of the period”), they present the notion of American identity or the 

lack thereof as both a point of conflict and a channel of unrestricted potential. This is not to say 

that Copland specifically meant “Pan-American” when he used the term “American,” but 

perhaps Pan-Americanism played a role in his formulation of Americanness. Within this lack of 

identity was the potential for self-exploration and self-labeling of American music, specifically 

as linked to the concept of the tabula rasa (meaning “blank slate”) described by Carol Hess as “a 

favorite Pan Americanist trope that signified all that was pristine, unprecedented, and hopeful in 

the Americas.”48 Latin America was widely seen as “unspoiled terrain spiritually bound through 

its pre-Columbian history to an aboriginal American character,” and to many progressives, 
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“Mexico represented a uniquely American sensibility.”49 Hess contends that Copland, like many 

of his contemporaries, looked to Latin America to function “as a tabula rasa for artistic 

creation.”50  

 Paul Rosenfeld, though slightly less enthused about Copland than Chávez, likewise 

praised Copland for having stood “as one of the most independent, able and promissory of the 

new American composers,” whose work was “symbolic of the new world on every hard green 

page of it.”51 Copland, looking back on the 1920s, reminisced about the pursuit of the American 

sound: 

For the truth is that we were after bigger game. Our concern was not with the quotable 
hymn or spiritual: we wanted to find a music that would speak of universal things in a 
vernacular of American speech rhythms. We wanted to write music on a level that left 
popular music far behind—music with a largeness of utterance wholly representative of 
the country that Whitman had envisaged.52 
 

Here, clearly, Copland equates “American” with “of the United States.”  

 Copland and many of the artists and intellectuals in his circle admired the virtues of the 

New World, associating it with qualities such as universalism, unity, timelessness, 

transcendence, organicism, wholeness, authenticity, clarity, balance, and originality.53 But these 

qualities, thought to be found right across the border on the other side of the Rio Grande, were 

further proof of the idealization of Latin America as a tabula rasa. Copland ends his article 

“Carlos Chávez—Mexican Composer” with the following statement: “As for Chávez, though he 
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is, as yet, only at the beginning of a career, it is not too soon to say that his work presents itself 

as one of the first authentic signs of a new world with its own new music.”54  

 By defining the music of Chávez by the virtues of the New World, Hess suggests that his 

Mexican Indian persona was classicized, therefore associating it with the objectivity and restraint 

of absolute music (commonly understood as “classic”).55 The classicizing of Chávez’s music 

combined with the cultural phenomenon of the 1920s known as “the enormous vogue of things 

Mexican,” (named after a New York Times article by historian Helen Delpar) provides a clearer 

understanding of the social and cultural climate in the United States for a person of color and 

Latin American heritage during the 1920s.56 Chávez skillfully navigated this environment and 

likely used it to his advantage for the purpose of promoting his own music. As long as the 

redeeming quality of being categorized as “classic,” in addition to exhibiting qualities of what 

Hess has defined as “sameness” (which can be understood as the classicizing of the Indianist 

qualities in Chávez’s music in terms of classical versus exotic characteristics), could be found 

within his music, the “savage” elements of his music could be accepted.57 Luis Velasco-Pufleau 

eloquently ties together the concept of Chávez’s place within Pan-American musical identity and 

the manner in which he embraced the label of exoticism:  

Within the Guild, Chávez immediately occupied a unique place, representing a mixture of 
native exoticism and primitive modernism. For American composers and critics, Chávez 
represented one of the new paths for a Pan-American musical identity, as opposed to the 
European identity from which they also wanted to be differentiated and emancipated. The 
work of Chávez was perceived as modernist—just as Chávez himself had defined it—and 
eventually as primitive and savage, adjectives that Chávez accepted without opposition.58 
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Velasco-Pufleau also points out that “despite the small number of works with a native aesthetic, 

Chávez forged an image of a profoundly Mexican modern composer, bearer of a characteristic 

mestizo identity of the American continent.”59 As he strove to make a name for himself in the 

United States, he recognized the opportunity to create a distinction between himself and his 

American contemporaries as provided by the appeal of exoticism. And according to scholar 

Leonora Saavedra, ”Chávez's difference acquired value both in itself and as supplemental to the 

difference with respect to Europe that young composers in the United States were constructing in 

the 1920s. It was then that Chávez's interest in ‘primitive’ cultures acquired increased and 

substantive value in his own eyes as well.”60 Furthermore, she suggests that “both Copland and 

Cowell propounded Chávez’s singular music as a model—unique and thoroughly modern—

thereby adding Chávez’s difference as an asset, even a surplus, to their collective US-American 

difference.”61 

 Saavedra offers a refreshing perspective regarding Chávez’s music, and rather than 

accepting the indigenous and Mexican qualities of his work as being innately and inherently 

ingrained into his musicianship, she asserts that he was able to “direct his musical preferences at 

will—and not as an automatic manifestation of a personal or national identity—toward the 

representation of the modern, the abstract, the primitive, the indigenous, the mestizo, or the 

machine-like, developing a polysemic style capable of evoking a number of diverse 

associations.”62 Given the eclectic and diverse output of music throughout his lifetime, this is a 
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prime example of Chávez’s ability to compose in a manner that could fit simultaneously into 

several categories, not bound to one country or another. Furthermore, Saavedra calls attention to 

Chávez’s “love affair with the United States,” explaining that he viewed himself as an “integral 

part of the music scene.”63 She also asserts that Chávez had “become fully integrated into the 

nascent cultural field of modern US-American music” by the late 1920s.”64 Chávez, like 

Rosenfeld and Copland, considered himself an American, and felt that the United States and 

Mexico had much in common, stating “Mexico, like the United States, is an American branch of 

occidental culture” with its “own characteristics … but essentially it is not different.”65  

 Copland and fellow composer Roger Sessions inaugurated the Copland-Sessions 

Concerts on April 22, 1928, in New York City in an effort to promote the new music of 

American composers, including Chávez. Sessions, who had not finished a piano sonata intended 

for the first concert, forfeited his spot on the program. Chávez was fortuitously presented with 

the opportunity of having four of his compositions showcased on the first concert and premiered 

his own solo piano work, Sonata No. 3, in place of Sessions.66 Chávez dedicated the sonata to 

Copland, serving as a testament to their friendship, which had already began to flourish.67 

Copland continued to feature Chávez’s music throughout the course of the series, allowing his 

work to gain exposure throughout New York, Paris, and London. For the final concert, which 
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took place in London on December 16, 1931, Copland performed Chávez’s Sonatina for piano.68 

Both Copland and Chávez were committed to promoting the music of the other, the Copland-

Sessions Concerts being the first of many occasions throughout their lifetimes when the two 

would perform, program, or conduct the other’s works. 

 Though Chávez’s music was championed by his distinguished friends, not all of 

Chávez’s contemporaries found his work to contain admirable qualities, and it was often 

misunderstood by critics and audiences alike. In a letter from Copland to Barbara and Roger 

Sessions following the first Copland-Sessions concert in April of 1928, Copland mentioned the 

negative attention received by Chávez from the critics: “To me the most surprising thing that 

took place was the way the critics turned out. I think its [sic] an indication of what the concerts 

mean to the musical life here generally. . . . They all damned Chávez which I think is a sign of 

the real excellence of his music . . .”69 Among the most positive reviews following the first 

Copland-Sessions concert were descriptions of his piano sonata as “vigorous and forthright,” 

while another simply remarked upon the perceivably “sympathetic audience.”70 Even the most 

“flattering” assessments of his music revealed the kind of crass stereotyping that would be 

deemed offensive and ignorant by today’s standards, as seen in a review of Chávez’s piano 

sonata by critic Olin Downes, “If he did not scalp he tomahawked the keyboard.”71 Additional 

criticisms declared that his piano sonata was “scarcely rewarding” and his three sonatinas even 

“less interesting.”72 The most brutal judgment came from Richard L. Stokes, an Indiana-born 
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critic, author, reporter, and opera librettist. In his scathing review featured in the Evening World, 

he expressed the following, “As for Carlos Shavez [sic], if there was any merit in his clangorous 

ineptitudes, it lay in the ability to get his sprawlings on paper at all.”73 A year prior in 1927, 

Stokes disparaged the music of Spanish composer Manuel de Falla in a similar manner, 

complaining of his “incompetency,” openly referring to the “barbarous” quality of his works 

which had been “mingled with Spanish dance airs, medieval modes, and eighteenth-century 

dances”—all of them “deranged by an admixture of modernistic dissonance.”74 Stokes’ harsh 

words display a pattern of obvious distaste for Hispanic modernist music.  

 In the face of the most callous criticisms of Chávez’s music, Copland’s admiration for his 

composer friend remained a steadfast and unwavering source of support. Copland’s article titled 

“Carlos Chávez—Mexican Composer” (written less than two months before the Copland-

Sessions Concerts and only two years after their initial meeting in 1926) sang praises of 

Chávez’s music and his ability to be “thoroughly contemporary” without “consciously 

attempting to be ‘modern.’ “75 Copland was well aware of the obstacles Chávez faced as a 

foreigner, citing the few performances of his music and their overall lack of attention. He 

acknowledged that despite these difficulties, Chávez did not have the “air of a misunderstood 

genius,” and instead created “a tradition which no future Mexican composer can afford to 

ignore.”76  

 
 73 Ibid. 
 
 74 Carol A. Hess, Sacred Passions: The Life and Music of Manuel de Falla (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 164. 
 
 75 Copland, “Carlos Chávez—Mexican Composer,” 322. 
 
 76 Ibid. 
 



 32 
 

 Copland’s own desire to turn away from European romanticism and ideals is evident by 

the manner in which he praises Chávez through his writing, adding, “His music is not a substitute 

for living, but a manifestation of life. It exemplifies a complete overthrow of nineteenth-century 

Germanic ideals which tyrannized over music for more than a hundred years.”77 Much like 

Chávez, Copland proceeded to set himself apart from the European tradition and immerse 

himself in his style as observed by Chávez in 1929: “Indeed, there is nothing tying him to 

tradition anymore. German transcendence is unknown to him. And if, upon analysis, some 

similitude between his music and the new music of the French were found, it would simply be 

the resemblance that exists between two new things.”78 From start to finish, Copland’s article 

expresses the deepest levels of admiration for Chávez’s music and his accomplishments, reading 

almost like the doting speech of fan or an advertisement masterminded by an expert publicist. 

Copland’s criticisms of Chávez are mild and brief, used in most cases as a starting point for the 

next compliment. 

 The effort to resist European cultural domination was an important facet of the Copland-

Chávez friendship, as noted by scholar Howard Pollack.79 In 1931, Chávez wrote to Copland, 

expressing exceptionally negative feelings with respect to European music:  

European musicians are of the worst kind: conductors, pianists, violinists, singers and so 
on are “prima donna” minded people—they are very important to themselves. We must 
change the situation, Aaron. . . . We must not accept to be in the hands of foreign 
conductors and interpreters whose mind and heart (if they happen to have any) is [sic] far 
away of [sic] the spirit and culture of this new world.80 
 

 
 77 Copland, “Carlos Chávez—Mexican Composer,” 322. 
 
 78 Pollack, “Aaron Copland, “Carlos Chávez, and Silvestre Revueltas: Retracing an Ignored Dialogue,” 
102. 
 
 79 Ibid. 
 
 80 Ibid. 
 



 33 
 

In his reply, Copland readily agreed with Chávez’s assessments regarding the music of the New 

World, denouncing Europe in favor of American music, mentioning his special interest in 

composers of Latin America:  

All you wrote about music in America awoke a responsive echo in my heart. I am 
through with Europe, Carlos, and I believe as you do, that our salvation must come from 
ourselves and that we must fight the foreign element in America which ignores American 
music. I am very anxious to see the music of Mexican and South American composers 
and I hope you will bring scores with you.81  
 

This exchange between Copland and Chávez is an excellent example of the way the two friends 

connected and agreed on the much-needed support for Pan-American music. The letters also 

convey a shared sense of urgency in finding a new identity—one that would resonate with the 

culture and spirit of the New World. Copland’s search for originality and inspiration outside the 

traditions of Europe was undoubtedly encouraged by his friendship with Carlos Chávez.  

 Perhaps the most convincing evidence of their profound connection was the collective 

manner in which Copland and Chávez referred to their music. Copland firmly separated their 

music from that of the Europeans. “The difference between our works and those of the 

Europeans was striking. Theirs were so smooth and refined—so very much within a particular 

tradition, and ours quite jagged and angular,” explained Copland in letter to Chávez written in 

1931.82 Another important indicator of solidarity between the two men can be found in yet 

another letter from Chávez to Copland written in 1934: 

We had this summer a lot of Honegger, Hindemith, etc. etc. stuff here, and let me tell you 
that they are simply unbearable for me . . . I cannot stand them anymore, they should be 
shut up for ever, so much the better. And to think that it is that stuff what is taken for 
contemporary music? No it is not. And with such understanding about things I got the 
Little Symphony [Short Symphony]; and let me tell you what I thought: well, here is the 
real thing, here is our music, my music, the music of our time, of my taste, of my culture, 
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here it is as a simple and natural fact of my own self, as everything belonging to oneself 
is simple and natural.83 
 

 Chávez clearly possessed intense feelings of disapproval toward the music of his 

European contemporaries, which presented a stark contrast to his actions during the 1920s during 

which he traveled to Europe in search of the latest, most modern music. He understood from a 

young age that his future as a composer was to be built upon his own heritage, but he admired 

the music of Honegger—and the work of other Europeans such as Auric, Bartók, Debussy, Falla, 

Honegger, Milhaud, and Poulenc—enough to include them in his Concerts of New Music (1924–

1926). Despite his harsh censure of his European contemporaries, whom he promptly denounced, 

the tone of his letter immediately transformed at the first mention of Copland’s Short Symphony, 

and Chávez the critic was swiftly replaced with the greatest of admirers, delighting in what he 

later called “one of the most beautiful and original works” of the twentieth century.84 Chávez’s 

use of pronouns—shifting constantly between “my” and “ours”—once again emphasizes the 

reciprocal mindset of the two composers. Based on the manner in which he refers to Short 

Symphony, as the music of his time and of his culture, it is not unreasonable to infer that he felt 

the piece encapsulated the essence of the Pan-American music they yearned to create, also 

containing impressions of Mexican modernism and his [Chávez’s] country. We can also 

conclude that Chávez was aware of his impact on Copland’s music, and conversely, Copland’s 

influence on Chávez’s music.  

 An additional point of interest was the tendency for Chávez and Copland to overlook 

their nationalities when speaking of “their” music, most notably due to the profound impact their 
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nationalities had on their compositional style and aesthetics; essentially, it was the foundation for 

the type of music they created. While Copland’s music was inherently “American,” and the 

music of Chávez was distinctly “Mexican,” there remained a sense of camaraderie great enough 

to overshadow differences in nationality in favor of their shared musical tastes and goals, 

accomplishing a true sense of Pan-American unity. Copland best expressed these sentiments in 

Chávez’s eulogy after his passing in 1978: “He and I felt ourselves brothers-in-arms, desirous of 

having the musico-artistic life of our countries join the twentieth century.”85 This sense of 

brotherhood in addition to their shared feelings regarding the shift away from Europe no doubt 

strengthened their bond, and from their earliest correspondence, Copland and Chávez displayed a 

deep level of confidence and trust. The extent to which their friendship had progressed within a 

short amount of time is quite evident, as seen in an excerpt from a letter written to Chávez on 

August 15, 1930: 

I can’t tell you how happy it made me to receive your very affectionate letter. Sometimes 
I could not help feeling that you had become so absorbed in your work in Mexico that 
you forgot me and all the friends you have here. But now I see it is not true—now I see 
you do miss me and the rest, which makes me very glad. Your letter made me feel very 
close to you, as if all the time we were separated was very little. Carlos, my boy, you 
really must try to come to New York in January. I have a great desire to see you again—
and letters are such poor substitutes.86 

 
The two composers also exchanged works in progress for the purpose of providing constructive 

criticism and honest opinions, in addition to programming opportunities for concerts as can be 

seen in this letter from Copland to Chávez written one year earlier on November 21, 1929: 
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Dear Carlos, 
 

I got your telegram last night. It was delayed a few days because it was 
sent to my old address. I sent you a letter myself a few days ago to your mother’s 
house. I hope you got it. . . . The new orchestral work [Symphonic Ode] is not yet 
finished. That is, the composition is finished but not the orchestration; so that it is 
impossible to have it for you by January. Koussevitsky, who has been waiting for 
it, has had to postpone the performance until Feb 22 and in N.Y. March 6 because 
it will not be ready until then (as soon as my lectures are over I can finish it). You 
don’t know how sorry I am once more not to be able to send you what you ask 
for. But I was thinking that instead of arranging things as always in a hurry why 
can’t we plan ahead for next season! I am very anxious to come to Mexico City 
and to live there for a while. I could come on September 1st 1930 and stay for 
three or four months. Perhaps you would still want me to play the ‘Concerto’ with 
you, which I would be very glad to do. Or any other arrangement that you like. 
Let me know soon what you think of this plan. 
 

Affectionately,  
Aaron87 
 

 Despite his best efforts and several enticing invitations from Chávez, it would be another 

three years until Copland set foot on Mexican soil. At last in September of 1932, he embarked on 

a life-changing visit south of the border. Copland relished his time in Mexico, finding its 

landscapes peaceful and its people genuine. Upon his return to New York, Copland wrote to 

Chávez, stating: 

As soon as we crossed the border I regretted leaving Mexico with a sharp pang. It took 
me three years in France to get as close a feeling to the country as I was able to get in 
three months in Mexico. I can thank you for this, for without your many kindnesses, the 
opportunity for knowing it and loving it so well would never have come. I think always 
of my returning soon.88  
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 Scholars have speculated that Copland’s visits to Mexico were as important to him as his 

visits to Paris, if not more so.89 Based on the aforementioned quote, such conjectures are 

certainly not inflated, and it is evident that Copland developed strong feelings of attachment to 

Mexico in a short period of time. After his first visit in 1932, he revisited Mexico on numerous 

occasions, traveling south of the border for the next forty years, well into his seventies.90 It is 

also worth noting that his frequent travels to Mexico might have been attributed to the difficulty 

of traveling to Europe during the time period surrounding World War II, which became 

exceedingly dangerous and complicated. Copland was not alone in his preference for his 

neighboring country, and various publications openly encouraged travel to Mexico, as seen in the 

magazine Women’s Home Companion, which published an article titled “Just Over the Border” 

in 1932. The author suggested that “a trip to Mexico is more exciting than a trip to Europe, 

because the country is not standardized or touristed, and even the most inexperienced traveler 

makes his own discoveries.”91  

 Logistics aside, each of Copland’s visits to Mexico served a purpose, and he traveled 

south not only with the intention of spending time with Chávez, but to enjoy performances of his 

own music. Mexico was a haven for Copland, providing a refuge from city life. On one occasion 

many years after his first visit, Chávez offered his vacation property to Copland, who had been in 

London working with the London Symphony Orchestra. Badly in need of a quiet place to 

compose, he gratefully took up residence in Acapulco during the months of February and March 
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of 1959.92 Chávez’s hospitality also gave birth to the famous “Mexico summers” during which 

Copland, Virgil Thomson, Colin McPhee, and Leonard Bernstein could, according to Leonora 

Saavedra, “relax, create, or, in the case of Copland’s Short Symphony and McPhee’s Tabu-

Tabuhan, listen to the premiere of their works with the OSM [Orquesta Sinfónica de México].”93 
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CHAPTER 3: A POPULIST APPROACH TO POLITICS, MUSIC,  

AND THE WORKING CLASS 

 

 Carlos Chávez played a vital role in popularizing Copland’s music in Mexico. By the 

time Copland visited in 1932, his music was already well-known in Mexico City. In a letter to 

conductor Serge Koussevitzky and his wife Natalie written a few days after his arrival, he 

playfully remarked, “At last I have found a country where I am as famous as Gershwin!!”94 On 

several occasions, Chávez arranged for the Orquesta Sinfónica de México (which he conducted 

and managed) to perform and premiere works such as Short Symphony and El Salón México. 

Other works, such as Copland’s Symphonic Ode, were performed by the Orquesta Sinfónica 

despite being rarely performed by orchestras in the United States, much to the disappointment of 

both Copland and Koussevitzky.95 For example, fourteen years passed between the performance 

of the Ode in Mexico and its next performance in the United States by the Juilliard Orchestra in 

1946. Furthermore, Chávez was the first to program entire concerts featuring Copland’s music.96 

The first all-Copland concert, which was conducted by Chávez, took place on September 2, 1932 

in Mexico City.97  

 Chávez was also passionate in his promotion of Mexican composers through the 

Orquesta Sinfónica, and in turn accomplished more than any figure before or after him in his 
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twenty years as its director, as stated by scholar Ricardo Miranda.98 Though the orchestra did 

receive small amounts of money from the Mexican government, it was not obligated to program 

concerts exclusively featuring any one nationality or style of music.99 With Chávez at the helm, 

the Orquesta Sinfónica de México performed 196 symphonic works in its first four seasons, fifty-

two of which were played for the first time in Mexico.100 All the more impressive was the feat of 

performing ninety-three works by thirty-three different Mexican composers in the twenty-year 

period from 1928–1948, all to the credit of Chávez, who from his first concert with the orchestra 

set the precedent for featuring the underrepresented artists of his homeland.101 The orchestra also 

performed classic repertoire, but one of its main goals was the transmission of contemporary 

music. Much like Copland, Chávez felt it was his duty to provide composers of new music with a 

platform from which to share their work with the public. In the words of Copland scholar Julia 

Smith, “Thus Chávez, like Copland, was an important influence in the development of music 

within his own country as well as a force in the disseminating modern music in the world.”102  

 Though Chávez ultimately found great success in his efforts with the orchestra, his 

country was still lacking the type of framework and cultural praxis to support his visions of 

artistic progress. Upon returning to Mexico City from his first journey to New York, Chávez 

wrote to Edgar Varèse saying, “I am alone and have to overcome a sea of resistance. Here people 
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hardly know of the existence of Debussy; they do not know Mussorgsky and even less what 

followed after Debussy.”103 Disappointed at the underwhelming reception to his Concerts of 

New Music (1924–26), Chávez journeyed once more to New York in hopes of greater success, 

as addressed in chapter one. A more confident and experienced Chávez returned to Mexico City 

in 1928, still acutely aware of the obstacles his country faced both monetarily and politically.104 

However, as the newly-appointed director of the orchestra, he now had the resources needed to 

effect positive change within his country.  

 One of the most remarkable examples of the populist-friendly manner in which Chávez 

wielded his power as director of the Orquesta Sinfónica—and likewise influenced Copland—

was the way he built and expanded his audiences. Chávez worked tirelessly to cultivate the 

musical tastes of the average citizen throughout his homeland, purposeful in his programming of 

modern music. According to Leonora Saavedra, “He knew that there could be no important 

composition in Mexico if there wasn’t a very solid infrastructure. Otherwise the composers 

compose and put it in a drawer.”105 In his New York Times article “Music in a Mexican Test 

Tube,” Chávez described the orchestra’s relationship with the public: 

[We] turned to the workers to create a new mass audience but didn’t play down to them; 
they received the same fare as the regular Friday night subscription audiences. . . . They 
liked Beethoven, Wagner, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Stravinsky and applauded 
spontaneously. . . . When they didn’t like something [for example, Haydn], the silence 
was stoney. . . . We are building a well educated audience in our land, an audience that 
cuts through social strata.106 
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Chávez was also responsible for facilitating the orchestra’s extensive tours throughout Mexico 

beginning in 1941. Concerts were performed in Puebla and nineteen other Mexican cities during 

the following five seasons, including one performance in the border city of El Paso, Texas in 

1944.107 

 At its inception, the orchestra performed in small venues that could only accommodate 

100-200 people.108 As audiences grew, the orchestra likewise needed a larger space and the 

ensemble eventually moved into the newly completed Palacio de Bellas Artes in the historic 

center of Mexico City in 1934. This accomplishment was notably more impressive within the 

context of the ensemble’s strained past. The year prior to Chávez’s appointment as director, the 

orchestra had failed in its initial season after only three concerts; in fact, not a single orchestra 

had achieved lasting success since the turn of the century due in part to political instability and 

the limited, conservative repertory.109  

 Chávez’s plan to build the orchestra’s popularity and to influence the general public in 

adopting the habit of attending concerts of orchestral music proved wildly successful. Under 

Chávez, the orchestra played for the most diverse audiences from a variety of backgrounds—old 

and young, workers and peasants, and the rich and powerful. Even the most inexperienced or 

untutored listeners were welcomed into the world of classical music—a luxury which had been 

reserved for the educated and cultured regular subscribers.110 Friday night concerts were attended 

by the elite, upper class of famous and wealthy individuals while Sunday concerts were attended 
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by blue-collar workers, families, and students. For Sunday concerts, tickets were provided free of 

cost or at discounted rates. Chávez worked with Mexican trade unions, depending on their 

cooperation and assistance to distribute tickets to their workers: 

These workers were reluctant to accept our offer, because they distrusted anything  
free. . . . We numbered the tickets from 1 to 5,000 and kept a record of the tickets sent to 
each union. In this way we discovered that the railroad workers, electricians, and printers 
ranked highest among the music lovers of our working class. To tell the truth, it took a lot 
of persuasion from union leaders to induce some of their men to attend the concerts. But 
once the men and their families went, they asked for more. Today the union members 
complain that they are constantly in hot water because they cannot supply their members 
enough tickets.111 
 

Chávez also transformed the orchestra’s reputation, gaining attention from figures like Virgil 

Thomson. Thomson was so thoroughly impressed by the balanced and diverse repertoire of the 

1938–39 season (and likewise by Mexico’s music-loving public) that he reprinted the entire 

program of six regular concerts and the workers’ and children’s concerts in a 1941 issue of the 

New York Herald Tribune.112 By the 1940s, the orchestra had become a great attraction in 

Mexico City and it was estimated that one-fifth of the audience was from the United States.113  

 As Chávez built his audiences, utilizing every opportunity to connect to the masses, 

Copland embarked on a similar journey. Beginning in the 1930s, his preoccupation with the 

composer’s role in society launched a desire for change—a way to appeal to a wider public.  

While his earlier compositions might have been viewed as being esoteric in nature, he began 

composing music that would resonate with the common man: 

 During these years I began to feel an increasing dissatisfaction with the relations of the 
music-loving public and the living composer. The old “special” public of the modern 
music concerts had fallen away, and the conventional concert public continued apathetic 
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or indifferent to anything but the established classics. It seemed to be that we composers 
were in danger of working in a vacuum. Moreover, an entirely new public for music had 
grown up around the radio and phonograph. It made no sense to ignore them and to 
continue writing as if they did not exist. I felt that it was worth the effort to see if I 
couldn’t say what I had to say in the simplest possible terms.114  

 
Scholars such as Elizabeth B. Crist have suggested that Chávez’s position as head of the 

department of fine arts for the Mexican government had a “salutary effect” on Copland’s 

composing.”115 A letter from Copland to Chávez written on December 16, 1933 indicates that he 

also found inspiration in Chávez’s role as a leader in the Mexico’s music scene.116 In this letter, 

Copland expressed his desire to contribute to society through his music, encouraged by Chávez 

and his intense efforts to improve the state of music in Mexico:  

When I was in Mexico I was a little envious of the opportunity you had to serve your 
country in a musical way. Here in the U.S.A we composers have no possibility of 
directing the musical affairs of the nation—on the contrary, since my return, I have the 
impression that more and more we are working in a vacuum. There seems to me less than 
ever a real rapport between the public and the composers and of course that is a very 
unhealthy state of affairs. So you can see that for me your work as Jefe de Bellas Artes is 
a very important way of creating an audience, and being in contact with an audience. 
When one has done that, one can compose with real joy.117 
 

 In his letter to Chávez, Copland’s desire to create a place for his music within the 

community is evident, and like Chávez, Copland yearned to serve his country through music. As 

he searched for meaning within his own work and questioned its functionality within the public 

sphere, Chávez provided a successful example of what a man dedicated to his country and to its 

music could accomplish. He was living proof of the tremendous impact a single artist could have 
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on the public, conscious of the immense responsibility which accompanied the power to shape a 

nation’s music. Copland, aware of Chávez’s position of tremendous power and influence within 

his country, once wrote to a friend, “Music in Mexico is practically confined to Chávez and his 

activities. The entire musical destinies of a nation lie in his hands.”118 

 Chávez believed that music needed to reflect two fundamental principles as seen in the 

work of Mexican painters of the post-Revolution renaissance, stating that “art must be national in 

character but universal in its foundations and that it must reach the vast majority of people.”119  

He discussed his feelings about connecting with the community in Modern Music, a journal 

published by the League of Composers, and explained that “the composer should be integrated 

into the musical life of the present, and should have in himself a full sense of reality about his 

work and about the meaning it will have for the public at whom it is directed.”120 Chávez’s 

efforts with his orchestra sharply mirrored Copland’s own sentiments with respect to his 

responsibility as an artist and intellectual, including his duty to the public. Copland believed that 

“composers will want to raise the musical level of the masses.”121  

 Kindred spirits, Copland and Chávez shared many of the same social and political ideals 

as a result of their upbringing, molded by wars and the instability of ever-changing government 

dynamics. As supporters of leftist political ideology, their philosophies also aligned due to their 

progressive views regarding music and its role in society, all of which heavily impacted their 

goals as composers and leaders. Although Copland never openly declared himself a communist, 
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his communist sympathies were made obvious through his friendships—for example, with the 

politically active Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, whom he met through Chávez—in addition to 

his involvement with the Workers Music League (affiliated with the American Communist 

Party).122  

 Copland was also member of the Composers Collective—a branch of the Pierre Degeyter 

Club (named after the French socialist and songwriter of the Communist anthem “The 

Internationale” in 1888) that was affiliated with Communist Workers Music League.123 The club 

consisted of several dozen composers and music critics, including fellow composer Henry 

Cowell and folklorist Charles Seeger.124 The purpose of the group was to create “proletarian 

music” in the “image of European workers’ choruses that would fuel revolutionary movement 

building.”125 In 1935, Copland contributed to the Workers Song Book after winning a music 

competition organized by the Marxist magazine “New Masses.”126 The editors chose the poem 

Into the Streets May First and sent it to the Composers Collective to be set to music. According 

to Copland, a mass song was “a powerful weapon in the class struggle” and a “collective art 

activity” that “creates solidarity and inspires action.”127 On May 1, 1934, also known as May 

Day, hundreds of workers, laborers, and their supporters traveled from around the country and 
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globe to protest in New York City’s Union Square.128 They marched to Into the Streets May 

First, protesting on behalf of the abolition of the capitalist system, women’s suffrage, unionism, 

civil rights, nuclear disarmament, and against war, poverty, and hunger.129 The poem, written by 

Alfred Hayes, calls upon all comrades in the name of action and solidarity, summoning workers 

out of shops and factories to gather by the millions. 

 Though Copland made an effort to play his cards “close to his vest,” he was an active and 

vocal “red,” as believed by some scholars.130 However, one quick read through the poem reveals 

that no matter how discreet Copland may have been, the blunt and straightforward imagery—

from red flags to the mention of the emblematic sickle and hammer—alert the reader, almost 

immediately, of its purpose and message. Although the poem is not explicitly violent, certain key 

words and phrases—bomb, grenade, march, and barricade—allude to battle, while the words 

storm, earthquake, sun, sea, moon, flood, and thunder may suggest the power of the communist 

movement, likened to the power of nature and humanity as unstoppable forces. As the composer 

of the music of a communist anthem, Copland too became associated with the political left and 

the communist movement—a fact that would bring him face to face with Senator Joseph 

McCarthy for his interrogation before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations of 

the Committee on Government Operations in 1953. 

 Like Copland, Chávez also openly associated with leftist groups and figures such as 

playwright Mike Gold, art dealer turned agent Frances Flynn Paine, and Henry Cowell. Paine, 

who worked with muralist Diego Rivera, promoted artists with stated Communist leanings and 
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became Chávez’s manager in 1927.131 For many leftists and communists in the United States, 

Gold and Paine included, mexicanidad or “Mexicanness” was especially appealing due to the 

populist political beliefs that were associated with the Mexican Revolution and its post-

Revolution government. Gold fled to Mexico in 1917 to avoid the U.S. World War I draft and 

upon his return to New York in 1920, became an editor and cofounder of “New Masses.”132 In 

1927, Gold wrote Fiesta, a propaganda piece disguised as a play, which dramatized the freedoms 

gained by Mexicans through the Revolution.133 Chávez was hired to write the incidental music 

for the play, which was written for the New Playwrights Theatre, a known leftist cooperative.134 

In a letter from Copland to Chávez from September of 1935, Copland commented on his choice 

of music, writing, “I noticed that you are beginning to play music from Soviet Russia. I should 

like very much to make a trip there. (Have you seen my communist song “Into the Streets May 

First”? It has been republished in Russia.)”135 

 Chávez’s mentality regarding art and education and its accessibility to the proletariat was 

a direct result of the Mexican Revolution and the post-Revolution government, which looked to 

its everyday people along with artists and musicians to find its new identity. As previously 

mentioned, one of the main objectives of the new government had been to establish nationalist 

discourse in the arts in order to the create “a common symbolic system for all Mexicans” and “a 
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new national culture with which citizens could identify themselves regardless of their ethnic or 

social origin” as discussed by Luis Velasco-Pufleau.136 The construction of this new identity and 

its attempts at a culturally inclusive society regardless of social class was implemented through 

large-scale projects carried out by the Directorate of Aesthetic Culture (Dirección de Cultura 

Estética) headed by José Vasconcelos (1882–1959), the first appointed Secretariat of Education 

of the post-Revolution regime. These efforts were centered on public education and the arts, and 

they included the construction of rural schools, museums, libraries, cultural centers for workers, 

mass literacy programs, the distribution and publication of domestic and European literary 

works, the dissemination and writing of new Mexican history, the creation of institutions of 

higher learning (the National University), and the promotion of arts under a nationalist aesthetic 

with emphasis on visual arts and music.137 

  Copland’s ambitions were similar, and scholars such as Emily Abrams Ansari contend 

that his music from the 1930s illustrates his attraction to progressive politics, the Popular Front, 

and “communism as a social movement and political philosophy.”138 In his music, he employed 

folk music quotations and depictions of small-town life, all which signified his newfound interest 

in domestic activities and political affairs, as Ansari has shown.139 Conscious of the new 

generation, who had in his own words “grown up around the radio and phonograph,” Copland’s 

attention was divided between the composition of concert music and music for film and radio—

further proof of his effort to appeal to America’s youth and to wider audiences as the economy 
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plummeted.140 In addition to the example provided by Chávez, Copland’s new relationship with 

the public has likewise been attributed to the Great Depression as a reaction to social and 

economic changes. Copland aspired to write music that would be accessible and straightforward 

in hopes that it would bridge the gap between the composer and his audience. This was partially 

inspired by his feelings that the Depression had in his own words, “aroused a wave of sympathy 

for and identification with the plight of the common man.”141  

 The 1930s also presented a “new sense of freedom” and “a new sense of power,” 

according to artists of the era such as writer Edmund Wilson, a friend of Copland.142 Later in life, 

Copland described the feeling of “being needed as never before,” comparing it to a rush of 

“heady wine.”143 Composers suddenly found their work in demand, and the rules of supply and 

demand provided opportunities scarcely seen in the past. Copland further described the Great 

Depression as a time when “suddenly, functional music was in demand as never before.”144 

Ironically, the Depression presented financial support for musicians and artists as society clung 

to music and art as a distraction and relief from the harsh reality which had sprung up following 

the Great Crash of 1929. In his autobiography, Copland elaborated on the subject of the Great 

Depression and the demand for functional music:  

Motion-picture and ballet companies, radio stations and schools, film and theater 
producers discovered us. The music appropriate for the different kinds of cooperative 
ventures undertaken by these people had to be simpler and more direct. There was a 
“market” especially for music evocative of the American scene—industrial backgrounds, 
landscapes of the Far West, and so forth. This kind of role for music, so new then, is now 
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taken for granted by both entrepreneurs and composers. But in the late ’30s and early 
’40s it was almost without precedent, and moreover, it developed at just the time when 
the economic pinch of the Depression had really reached us. No wonder we were pleased 
to find ourselves sought after and were ready to compose in a manner that would satisfy 
both our collaborators and ourselves.145 
 
It should be noted that Copland’s new direction toward a more accessible style of 

composition was not without its complications, and he struggled to maintain his identity as a 

composer, often being “split down the middle.”146 This also resulted in disapproval and 

confusion from some of his contemporaries, including Roger Sessions and Arthur Berger, and he 

recalled in his autobiography, “My turn to a simpler style in El Salón and other pieces that 

followed puzzled some of my colleagues. . . . After El Salón, I occasionally had the strange 

sensation of being divided in half—the austere, intellectual modernist on one side; the accessible, 

popular composer on the other.”147 Copland’s response to the division of his output was, “I’m 

only one me.”148 He renounced the idea, not wishing to be seen as a dual composer creating two 

types of music: that which was intended for the general public and music intended for the 

educated few. The dichotomy between Copland’s “serious” and “popular” works was a 

sentiment which he staunchly rejected, instead saying, “I prefer to think that I write my music 

from a single vision; when the results differ it is because I take into account with each new piece 

the purpose for which it is intended and the nature of the musical materials with which I begin to 

work.”149 Copland also felt the need to protect his popular pieces from being considered 
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“lightweight.”150 Leonard Bernstein also expressed a similar sentiment in a letter to Copland 

written in 1938:  

I still don’t sleep much from the pounding of [notation of phrase from El Salón México] 
in my head. In any event, it’s a secure feeling to know we have a master in America. . . . 
[Clifford] Odets, true to form, thinks the Salon Mexico “light”. . . . This angers me 
terrifically. I wish these people could see that a composer is just as serious when he 
writes a work, even if the piece is not defeatist . . . and misanthropic and long. “Light 
piece,” indeed. I tremble when I think of producing something like the Salon.151 
 

 In his later years, Copland felt that the words from his autobiographical sketch—having 

been taken out of context—had done him a “considerable harm,” and he warned that “the writing 

of an autobiographical sketch in mid-career is fraught with peril.”152 Scholar Vivian Perlis 

recognized Chávez as one of the few who understood him, likely due to his own diverse output 

of music, saying, “Only the Mexican composer Carlos Chávez recognized that the composer 

[Copland] was not divided into “Copland the Serious and Copland the Popular,” further adding, 

“Chávez saw no inconsistency in conducting the premieres of such diverse pieces as the Short 

Symphony  and El Salón México.”153 Chávez understood Copland’s efforts to create the “home-

spun musical idiom” that he had been seeking since his return from Europe in the early 1920s.154
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CHAPTER 4: LATIN AMERICAN IMPRESSIONS: FOLK SONG, MEXICANIDAD, AND 

COPLAND’S NEW CAREER PATHS 

 

 The 1930s also signaled Copland’s new style of composition and a shift in his career as 

observed by the intensification of his interest in folk song. Copland, showing his admiration for 

Chávez, said, “I feel that no other composer—not even Béla Bartók or de Falla—has succeeded 

so well in using folk material in its pure form while at the same time solving the problem of its 

complete amalgamation into an art form.”155 Copland’s interest in folk idioms can of course be 

traced back to his compositions from the twenties, so the point is not that his use of the folk 

idiom suddenly manifested itself after his visit to Mexico, but rather to place that visit in a larger 

context as the turning point in a journey several years in the making. Influences from jazz music 

can be heard in some of his earliest compositions such as The Cat and the Mouse (1920) and 

Piano Concerto (1926). Copland also used folk song in the form of a Hasidic melody in his 

chamber work Vitebsk (1928), though he downplayed the significance of the borrowing; Copland 

stated, “It seems to me that my use of Jewish themes was similar to my use of jazz—Jewish 

influences were present in my music even when I did not refer to them overtly.”156 One of the 

greatest distinctions between pieces like El Salón México and Vitebsk, though written only six 

years apart, was that the former can firmly be placed in Copland’s simpler, more accessible 

compositional style of the 1930s.157  
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 Copland composed several of his best-known works during the 1930s, a period that 

followed his visit to Mexico in 1932, including El Sálon México (1936), Billy the Kid (1938) and 

Rodeo (1942), Prairie Journal (1937), and Short Symphony (1933)—the latter dedicated to 

Carlos Chávez and premiered in Mexico in 1934. These works are significant in that they mark a 

clear starting point in Copland’s more accessible works and his first serious attempts at 

incorporating folksong in his music as heard in El Salón México and Billy the Kid. Scholar 

Arthur Berger observed that Short Symphony was Copland’s “first effort for large orchestra in his 

new style,” crediting Mexico as the country where he “had gone to find the quiet and detachment 

necessary for absorbing himself in the working out of his new, tenuous idiom.”158 

 El Salón México, one of Copland’s best known pieces, incorporated direct quotations 

borrowed from four Mexican folk songs: El Mosco, El Palo Verde, La Jesusita, and El Malacate. 

Copland purchased the songs in the form of sheet music booklets, which had been collected and 

published by anthropologist Frances Toor (Cancionero Mexicano, 1931) and Rubén Campos (El 

Folklore y la Música Mexicana, 1928).159 Julia Smith emphasized the importance of El Salón 

México in Copland’s use of folksong and as an example of public accessibility:  

El Salón México bears an extremely important relationship to the other works of this 
period, for with it Copland “hit on” or discovered, the simple, folklike, easily understood 
musical language that was to form the style basis of the entire third period. . . . However, 
it must be remembered that it was not until the appearance of Billy the Kid, in 1938, that 
the American Folksong Style as such became crystallized and definitive. Let us then look 
for the indications in El Salón México out of which the simple, folksong style was 
born.160 
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Thus, it is possible to conclude that his employment of Mexican folk song in his music, as seen 

in El Salón México, may have sparked the next period of Copland’s compositional style, and 

ultimately his use of the American folksong.161  

 El Salón México certainly was an important moment for Copland, and his interest in 

appealing to a wider audience was successful beginning with its publication, despite the 

economic challenges of the Great Depression. According to Copland, “El Salón México caught 

on quickly, and it started the ball rolling toward the popular success and wide audience I had 

only just begun to think about.”162 The piece became immensely popular with concert and radio 

audiences, resonating with the American public as well as audiences overseas. In many ways, El 

Salón México marked the inauguration of Copland’s period of great success, launching him into 

superstardom, which no doubt altered the course of his life and career. For example, the piece 

was met with exceptional praise at a London music festival for the International Society for 

Contemporary Music in 1938.163 This caught the attention of British publishing company Boosey 

& Hawkes, and Copland secured a long-term contract that assured the publication of each new 

work soon after its completion.164 Within its first year of being published, El Salón México was 

performed by fourteen American orchestras, two radio orchestras, and five foreign ensembles.165 

The piece was wildly successful, and a surprised Copland shared, “Never in my wildest dreams 

did I expect this kind of acceptance for the piece!”166 This professional victory, of course, was a 
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direct result of Copland’s first visit to Mexico. Several years after its publication, a piano version 

of the piece was arranged by none other than a young Leonard Bernstein.167 

 It was also in Mexico that Copland experienced a deep connection to the proletariat, 

embracing their spirit and their way of life. His desire to identify with the working class was the 

foundation upon which he built his political beliefs, and his visit across the border no doubt 

strengthened these convictions. According to Elizabeth B. Crist, it is also believed that the desire 

to connect the composer to his audience “undoubtedly informed Copland’s development of a 

folk-based, accessible style, appropriately realized first in El Salón México.”168 Copland 

described his inspiration for El Salón México in an article published in 1939: 

In some inexplicable way, while milling about in those crowded [dance] halls, one felt a 
really live contact with the Mexican people—the electric sense one sometimes gets in far-
off places, of suddenly knowing the essence of a people—their humanity, their separate 
shyness, their dignity and unique charm. I remember quite well that it was at just such a 
moment that I conceived the idea of composing a piece about Mexico and naming it El 
Salón México.169 
 

Crist also contends that Copland’s “curious romanticization of poverty reveals a somewhat 

awkward attempt to align himself with the antibourgeois perspective of the landless farmers in 

rural villages and the working-class clientele of the urban dance hall.”170 Mexico’s people, 

specifically the working class, presented Copland with the opportunity to step away from the 

elitism of urban life and its privileges, lending a sense of authenticity to his work and political 

advocacy for the proletariat worker. Additional evidence of the profound influence that Chávez 
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and Mexican culture had on Aaron Copland exists in the form of a letter written to friend Mary 

Lescaze in 1933:  

Mexico was a rich time. Outwardly nothing happened and inwardly all was calm, yet I’m 
left with the impression of having had an enriching experience. It comes, no doubt, from 
the nature of the country and the people. Europe now seems conventional to me by 
comparison. Mexico offers something fresh and pure and wholesome—a quality which is 
deeply unconventionalized. The source of it I believe is the Indian blood which is so 
prevalent. I sensed the influence of the Indian background everywhere—even in the 
landscape. And I must be something of an Indian myself or how else explain the 
sympathetic chord it awakens in me. Of course I’m going back some day.171  

  
Although these words illuminate Copland’s deep connection with the land of Mexico and its 

culture, they are seldom quoted or mentioned in scholarly writings pertaining to his life or works. 

One such source, “Aaron Copland’s America” by Gail Levin and Judith Tick, includes only the 

following sentences, “Europe now seems conventional to me by comparison. Mexico offers 

something fresh and pure and wholesome—a quality which is deeply unconventionalized,” and 

leaves out Copland’s remarks about the Indian blood.172 But the significance of this letter is that 

it demonstrates how the visit changed his mindset and compositional style during a time when 

Mexicans were victimized by the U.S. government. When taking into account the blatant racism 

and stereotyping of Latin Americans, Copland’s open admiration and respect for indigenous 

blood becomes a compelling point and arguably the most striking and memorable part of the 

letter. Rather than being subject to discrimination, the indigenous blood was regarded with 

veneration, recognized literally and figuratively as the life source of Mexican culture. A symbol 

of the New World, it was directly connected to the concept of the tabula rasa (as discussed in 
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chapter two), serving as both a point of inspiration and fascination for American composers, 

most especially Copland. 

 At the time of Copland’s first visit to Mexico, which coincided with the Great 

Depression, Mexicans and Mexican Americans suffered greatly due to the Mexican Repatriation 

program implemented by President Herbert Hoover.173 It has been estimated that between 

500,000 and 2,000,000 people were repatriated, sixty percent of whom were U.S. citizens by 

birth.174 American nativists pushed for the deportation of immigrants and “undesirable aliens” in 

the name of capitalist prosperity.175 Members of the U.S. Congress publicly condemned 

Mexicans, claiming that the “large alien population is the basic cause of unemployment.”176 

Newspapers, journals, and other publications also contributed to the hostile treatment of 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans and therefore “stimulated the repatriation movement in every 

major Mexican community in the United States,” by labeling migrants as inferior, lazy, and “a 

most undesirable ethnic stock for the melting pot.”177 

 Though Hoover’s presidency (1929-1933) coincided with the trend of mexicanidad and 

its growth across the United States in addition to the spread of leftist sympathies regarding their 

neighbors across the border, Mexicans and Mexican Americans were still villainized. For some, 

the Mexican Revolution provided the justification to label its people as violent and barbarous. 
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The earliest silent films painted Mexicans as “the most vile of the screen’s villains,” portraying 

them as robbers, murderers, pillagers, rapists, cheaters, gamblers, liars, and displaying “virtually 

every vice that could be shown on the screen.”178 Only a decade before Chávez’s first visit to the 

United States, Hollywood released a series of “greaser” films which further fueled negative 

stereotypes against Latin Americans, especially Mexicans. The term “greaser”—which had 

violent connotations—was a synonym for “Mexican” or “Latin.”179 Copland’s impressions of the 

Mexican people fortunately could not be swayed by the racism of Hollywood or the injustices 

carried out by the United States government. Instead, he celebrated Mexico’s people through 

music, adding, “You can see that my Mexican impressions were strong ones.”180 

 Copland’s interest in Mexico and Latin America not only led to the expansion of his 

compositional style, but also broadened his opportunities in terms of political outreach and his 

career as a cultural diplomat, allowing him to connect to domestic audiences and foreign 

communities both musically and politically.181 His involvement in domestic political affairs were 

an integral component in fulfilling his purpose as an artist, as explored in chapter three. In 

“Composer From Brooklyn,” Copland described himself as having “acquired some sense of the 

Latin-American temperament and a fair smattering of Spanish during several visits to Mexico in 

the ’30s,” citing Chávez as his sponsor for his first visit south of the border.182 Once again, his 
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connections to Carlos Chávez proved to be immensely beneficial in building a reputation as an 

artistic envoy and as a diplomatic and culturally astute individual.  

 Because of his experiences in Mexico, Copland was invited to participate in visits to 

South America sponsored officially by the U.S. State Department through the Good Neighbor 

policy.183 For four decades, between the 1940s and 1980s, Copland served the United States 

government in the name of cultural diplomacy, and his work as a cultural ambassador reached its 

peak during the Cold War when he frequently toured overseas.184 He also enjoyed the 

opportunity of assisting the State Department in establishing an exchange program with South 

American countries with the intention to “nurture hemispheric understanding through cultural 

exposure” as explained by Ansari.185 She credits Copland’s diplomatic efforts to his desire to 

help his country “build peaceful relationships with other nations.”186 Working with the U.S. 

Information Agency was also a perfect fit for Copland, since it was responsible for funding tours 

of cultural diplomats, organizing events for musicians on privately funded international tours, 

and providing information to foreign citizens about the United States and its culture.187  

 Copland described his first tour throughout Latin America in 1941 as an “eye-opener” 

and the experience solidified many of his ideas with respect to finding an artistic identity outside 

European tradition and establishing Pan-American unity among composers and artists: 

I met and talked with almost sixty composers, listened to many of their works, and played 
and discussed with them recent compositions by their North American confreres. In many 
ways we found our situation and problems to be similar, especially vis-à-vis Europe; our 
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slow development toward musical independence was paralleled by their own experience. 
This resemblance created a strong bond between us—a bond we both sensed, and one 
that still attaches me to my South American composer friends. It was further cemented in 
later years when numbers of the most gifted younger Latin-American musicians came to 
study at Tanglewood.188 
 

 Copland’s position with the Music Committee of Nelson Rockefeller’s Office for 

Coordination of Commercial and Cultural Relations between the American Republics, later 

known as the Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA), intensified his efforts to promote and 

secure a sense of musical solidarity between the United States and Latin America. He 

brainstormed and proposed several projects including the printing and distribution of works by 

Latin American composers for the purpose of creating  “good-will” in addition to the 

establishment of U.S.-funded cultural centers in South American cities; he also recommended 

that each center be stocked with a selection of representative recordings, accompanying scores, 

and leaflets about U.S. composers in the local language.189 Copland further advocated for the 

publication of a magazine containing articles written by “musicians of both sides of our 

hemisphere” to “set up a continuous sense of solidarity in musical endeavor—all of which would 

have been available in the languages of English, Spanish, and Portuguese190  

 Copland’s travels to Mexico also contributed to the start of his career as a conductor, and 

Howard Pollack has speculated that “greater stimulus came from the example of Chávez” and his 

career as a conductor.191 In comparison, famed conductor and friend of Copland, Serge 

Koussevitzky, “did little to promote Copland’s conducting” and “did not think much of 
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Copland’s abilities as such” with the exception of the idea that “conductors should be able to 

conduct their own music.192 Although Koussevitzky was primarily concerned about him 

“wasting his time” and urged Copland to instead “stay home and compose,” Copland became 

more active as a conductor during the 1940s and assumed responsibility for recording his own 

film scores beginning with The North Star (1943).193  

 Copland became especially interested in conducting after the loss of an enticing 

opportunity due to his inexperience and lack of skill. In 1946 Copland was asked to replace 

conductor Eugene Goossens of the touring Cincinnati Symphony after he suddenly fell ill before 

a concert in Chicago.194 While the program included one of his own works, Appalachian Spring, 

Copland reluctantly declined the invitation which he described as “most inviting” due to his lack 

of experience in conducting an orchestra and his inability to understand the piece from a 

conductor’s standpoint.195 This, however, served as motivation for Copland to hone his skills, 

and he later said:  

I date from that episode a determination to learn how to conduct at least my own works. 
After all, every composer secretly thinks he knows best how his own music should sound. 
Moreover, I had reason to believe I was something of a performer by nature. I knew that I 
liked audiences and they seemed to respond to me. But the question was, how do you 
practice conducting without an orchestra to practice on?196 
 

In an interview with Andrew Keener of Gramophone magazine, it was recounted that Copland 

traced his “discovery of conducting to an appearance with the Mexican Symphony Orchestra in 
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1947,” adding, “Eventually you feel, 'I'd just like to get up there and tell them how my music 

should go—even if you know that the fellow up there, if he's Bernstein, for instance, can do it 

much better than you!”197 Fortunately for Copland, his friendship with Chávez and his newfound 

connections throughout Latin America gave him the tools he needed to practice his conducting 

skills and gain confidence as cited in The New Music: 

An unexpected solution presented itself in 1947 when I was asked to tour Latin American 
for the second time. Carlos Chávez invited me to conduct his Orquesta Sinfónica de 
México in my Third Symphony, and similar opportunities were given me in Montevideo 
and Buenos Aires. Here was a chance for working out problems away from home, in 
places where I might expect to enjoy all the advantages of a visiting fireman. Encouraged 
by the reaction of orchestras and audiences on that tour, I intermittently continued similar 
“practice” in subsequent years in far-off places like Rome, Trieste, Zurich, London, Paris, 
Munich—anywhere, as is evident, except the United States. Finally I felt ready to face an 
American audience. This time when the telephone rang (in 1956), it was the manager of 
the Chicago Symphony who was calling, to invite me to conduct the orchestra at Ravinia 
Park, and I was able to say, delightedly, “Of course, yes!” The concert must have gone 
off well enough if I can judge by the number of times I was invited back in successive 
years.198
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CHAPTER 5: MUSICAL AESTHETICS AND COMPARISONS 

 

  Carlos Chávez’s music has been described as “strongly embedded in the classical and 

Romantic traditions of Western Europe,” but in an effort to turn away from European practices, 

he consciously rooted his identity in Mexican indigenous and folk music .199 In a script for a 

Thursday Evening Preview, Leonard Bernstein defined Chávez’s music as “strong, sculptured, 

rigid, and yet infused with [his] Chávez’s own peculiar brand of romanticism,” while 

characterizing his Symphony No. 4 (Sinfonía Romantica) as “almost conventionally, warmly 

romantic.”200 The same script calls attention to the manner in which his melodies “suddenly stop 

in mid-phrase, as though cut off” creating an effect of “sculptured stoniness, unyielding, 

typically Indian.”201 Though Bernstein is correct in his assessment of Chávez ’s style—it’s 

ruggedness and severity being one of his trademarks—it is important to recognize that his 

description is built on narrow stereotypes of Native American culture, and to automatically 

equate “stoniness” with indigenous culture is to perpetuate these stereotypes. Chávez’s music has 

furthermore been described by the following terms: “astringent, modernist aesthetic, writing 

colorful, densely scored works with complex rhythms, lyrical interludes, striking dissonances 

and vivid percussive elements”; it is also said to contain “virtuosic whirlwinds, acerbic chords 

and gentle pentatonic, folklorish melodies.”202 Chávez’s ability to successfully synthesize 

 
 199 Eduardo Herrera, “Carlos Chávez,” in Musicians & Composers of the 20th Century, ed. Alfred William 
Cramer (Pasadena: Salem Press, 2009), 235.   
 
 200 Leonard Bernstein, Thursday Evening Previews Scripts: Before Chávez, 4 February 1960, Library of 
Congress. https://www.loc.gov/item/lbtep.0312/. 
 
 201 Ibid. 
 
 202 Vivien Schweitzer, “Bard Festival Salutes Carlos Chávez,” The New York Times, August 10, 2015. 
 



 65 
 

elements of Mexican nationalism with his own distinct style was a point of admiration for his 

contemporaries, Copland in particular. In Carlos Chávez—Mexican Composer, Copland praised 

Chávez creating his own musical language—a personal idiom unique to himself as both a 

modernist and a Mexican:  

No Indian melodies are actually quoted in this “Sonatina”—Chávez had begun to rethink 
the material so that only its essence remained. Here and there a recognizably Mexican 
turn of phrase can be discerned, but as a whole the folk element has been replaced by a 
more subtle sense of national characteristics. As Debussy and Ravel reflected the clarity, 
the delicacy, the wit and the formal design of the French spirit, so Chávez had learned to 
write music which caught the spirit of Mexico—its sun-filled, naive, Latin soul. With 
extraordinary intuition, he has, in fact, in his more recent work, combined the two kinds 
of nationalism, represented respectively by the French and the Russian schools. Thus, 
single-handed, he has created a tradition which no future Mexican composer can afford to 
ignore.203 
 

Bernstein likewise discussed Chávez’s Sinfonía India as a symphony “that uses real folk music 

rhythms and notes, but no actual folk melodies,” adding that Chávez “wrote all those tunes 

himself.”204 An article in the Wall Street Journal titled “Who Was Carlos Chávez” quotes famed 

conductor Leon Botstein, who observed that, “many Chávez pieces are abstract, with no 

connections to the Mexican or Spanish tradition. In a way he was like [Bela] Bartók, in whose 

music the harmonic and rhythmic patterns of the Hungarian element are submerged in the 

Modernist technique.”205  

 Composer Henry Cowell paid Chávez what might be considered the greatest compliment 

of them all—separating him from the exoticism with he was forever associated—by interpreting 
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Chávez’s work as able to stand on its own, based solely on its caliber and exceptional 

compositional technique: 

Carlos Chávez is a composer of music. He is also a Mexican; but although his music may 
have been somewhat influenced by his nationality, his claim to recognition as a composer 
is not based on his country, but upon the actual worth of his music itself. He does not 
seek to put forth works which are based on Mexican folk-themes, although he is an 
authority on them, but writes his own music, to be judged irrespective of nationality.206 
 

 Though Chávez and Copland created their own distinct styles, there are a number of 

orchestral works that contain aesthetic similarities and similar timbral textures. Both composers 

wrote music in a “jagged and angular” manner (to revisit Copland’s own words in his letter to 

Chávez as cited in chapter) and favored asymmetrical and complex rhythms, highly motivic 

sequences, melodic and thematic material presented in unison, quintal harmonies, and 

pentatonicism. Their similar utilization of brass instruments for the purpose of creating 

dissonance and moments of tension can be found in several works, such as Copland’s Short 

Symphony, Statements for orchestra, and Chávez’s Caballos de vapor. Melodic lines are at times 

presented as rhythmically independent, with tone color and timbre often prioritized over chord 

function. Cowell credited Chávez with “a good use of dissonance in his music” along with 

having the “occasional audacity to use an unresolved concord!”207 He also commented on his 

“astonishing” use of octaves, “either single or consecutive, in the middle of a passage in two-part 

counterpoint.”208 In the New York Times article “As American as Copland, Who Forged Our 

New Sound,” Copland’s music—especially his work from the 1920s and 1930s—is described as 

possessing the “angularity of European modernism” as well as his fascination with Latin 
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rhythms, melodies, and tone color.209 During one of his Young People’s Concerts, Leonard 

Bernstein informed the audience of Chávez’s “exciting” use of rhythm in Sinfonía India, citing 

all the various forms his rhythms would take: “regular, irregular, in 2s and 3s and 5s and 7s and 

every combination”; he also remarked on the “primitive” nature of the symphony, explaining the 

importance of the pentatonic scale in the “lovely melodies that Chávez makes out of his five or 

six notes.”210 In another of his Young People’s Concerts, Bernstein described Copland’s modern 

music as containing “rocky, thorny sounds” comparing Statements for orchestra to a rock—”hard 

and firm.”211  

 Several of Copland’s and Chávez’s orchestral works (especially those from the 1920s and 

1930s) share important characteristics. In Copland’s Three Latin American Sketches: No. 3, 

Danza de Jalisco (1959–1972), he borrows (though briefly) directly from Chávez’s Sinfonía 

India (1935–36). In example 1 (Chávez’s Sinfonía India), beginning at measure 81, quintal 

harmony can be found in the second trumpet, which plays an F, while string bass, cello, bassoon, 

and trombones sustain a B-flat against a C in the violas, horns, and bass clarinet. The melody in 

this excerpt is also pentatonic as heard in the piccolo, flute, and first and second violins. In 

example 2 (Copland’s Danza de Jalisco), beginning at measure 186, Copland also writes using 
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quintal and quartal harmony, which can be heard as the first piano plays an interval of a perfect 

fifth (B-flat and F), and in the second piano part which plays a perfect fourth (B-flat and E-flat). 

Similar textures (repeated eighth notes played in the interval of a major second) can be found in 

both excerpts, as seen in the trumpet in example 1 (measure 80) and in the second piano part in 

example 2 (measure 186); this acts as the driving force which propels the melody forward. Both 

excerpts also utilize a short melody written as a descending mi-re-do motive (D, C, and B-flat) as 

seen in example 1 (measures 85–86 in piccolo, flute, and violins), as compared to example 2 

(measure 187 in piccolo, oboe, clarinet, trumpet, and first piano).
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Example 1. Chávez, Sinfonía India (1935–1936), r17-1 to r18+3 
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Example 2. Copland, Three Latin American Sketches: No. 3, Danza de Jalisco (1959–1972), 
r180+4 to r180+8 

 

  

 In Chávez’s Sinfonía India and Copland’s Appalachian Spring Suite for orchestra (1944–

45), a similar approach is taken in presenting melodic material. Chávez presents the pentatonic 
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secondary theme, as seen in measure 328 (ex. 3), using the entire orchestra with most sections 

playing the melody in unison, with the exception of the flute, oboe, horn, trombone, and double 

basses. Copland also famously presents melodic material from the Shaker tune “Simple Gifts” 

with the full ensemble playing homorhythmically with some sections in unison, the exceptions 

being the bassoon, piano, and double bass sections, as seen in example 4, beginning at rehearsal 

mark 65. Copland and Chávez’s treatment of the melodic material results in a grand restatement 

of the theme, both similar in texture and timbre.  

 Copland and Chávez also build toward the grand statement of the unison melody by 

starting with solo clarinet followed by a series of different instrument combinations. In Sinfonía 

India following the clarinet solo, Chávez employs the following combinations: flute/clarinet, 

bassoon/trumpet, trumpet/first violin (one octave apart), piccolo/flute/oboe/clarinet/violin, 

followed by flute/oboe/clarinet/high strings. Copland builds his orchestration in a similar 

manner, using the following unison instrument combinations: flute/clarinet/piano, 

clarinet/bassoon, flute/clarinet/bassoon/piano, flute/bassoon, followed by high strings in which 

the viola is displaced by one beat. Copland and Chávez certainly are not the first or last to 

present a theme in this particular fashion, beginning with a solo and then expanding the 

instrumentation, however, the treatment of the melody and the manner in which it builds toward 

its climax is one of the ways in which their music intersects.
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Example 3. Chávez, Sinfonía India (1935–1936), r79-2 to r80+1  
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Example 4. Copland, Appalachian Spring Suite: Variations on a Shaker Hymn (1944), r65-3 to 
r65+9 

 

 Yet another interesting similarity shared by Sinfonía India and Appalachian Spring are 

the timbral and textural resemblance as seen in example 5, beginning at m. 407, and example 6, 

beginning at rehearsal mark 38. In Sinfonía India, Chávez utilizes the percussion and string 

sections in driving the melody forward in the oboe, clarinet, bass clarinet and trumpet while also 

providing an energetic backdrop for the highly rhythmic piccolo, flute, and E-flat clarinet 
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motives. In Appalachian Spring, Copland also utilizes the piano, viola, and cello in a similar 

manner of creating rhythmic energy beneath the flute, clarinet, and violin. Much like in Sinfonía 

India, Copland’s writing for flute is also highly rhythmic and motivic, with open-sounding 

intervals of fourths and fifths.  

 

Example 5. Chávez, Sinfonía India (1935–1936), r96-4 to r96+2 
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Example 6. Copland, Appalachian Spring Suite: Variations on a Shaker Hymn (1944),  
r38-3 to r38+5 
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 Of the modernist traits that the two composers have in common, one of the best examples 

can be found in Copland’s Statements (1944) for orchestra and Chávez’s ballet Caballos de 

vapor (1926). Their similar treatment of intervallic motion, unison writing, dissonance, and tonal 

ambiguity is especially prevalent in the two works. In movement one of Statements (“Militant”), 

Copland introduces the main theme in the first five measures. He weaves in and out of 

polytonality using C major and E-flat major sonorities such as triads and the outlining of tonic 

and dominant.212 An overall sense of tonal ambiguity is heightened by the disjunct, leaping 

intervals used to present the nine-tone theme (as seen in ex. 7, the opening five measures).213  

 Chávez likewise introduces thematic material built by using variations of the same four 

tones in the first movement of Caballos de vapor (as seen in ex. 8 and 9, beginning in the Meno 

mosso section). He introduces this material in a similar fashion using disjunct, leaping intervals 

such as minor sixths, minor ninths, and perfect fourths which also create tonal ambiguity without 

a clear tonic-dominant relationship. Thematic material in both Statements and Caballos de vapor 

(found in ex. 7–9) lacks step-wise motion and typical melodic contouring, resulting in weak tonal 

centers. As heard in Appalachian Spring and Sinfonía India, Copland uses unison writing and 

introduces the thematic material in the flute, oboe, bassoon, high strings, and cello sections. 

Chávez also presents the thematic material in unison as well, utilizing the oboe, clarinet, and 

cello sections.

 
 212 Richard Sayers, “Tonal Organization in Selected Early Works of Aaron Copland” (PhD diss., The 
Catholic University of America, 2000), 317, 328. 
 
 213 Calum MacDonald, “Statements and Connotations: Copland the Symphonist,” Tempo 213 (2000): 29.  
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Example 7. Copland, Statements, I. “Militant” (1944), r1-9 to r1-2 (mm. 1–5) 
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Example 8. Chávez, Caballos de vapor (1926), r12+1 to r12+3 

 

 

Example 9. Chávez, Caballos de vapor, Meno mosso continued (1926), r13-1 to r13+2 
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 Moreover, Copland and Chávez favored dissonance in many of their compositions. In 

movement one of Statements, dissonance appears in the trumpet and trombone sections three 

measures before rehearsal mark 6 (ex. 10), in which Copland focuses on intervals such as major 

and minor seconds. First and second trumpets play F and A which clash against the G played by 

the first trombone. The G played by the first trombone likewise creates tension against the F 

played by the second trombone, and on beat four of the same measure, the trumpet and 

trombones move a half step higher while still maintaining their intervallic distance, prolonging 

the tension. In the second movement (“Cryptic”), an increase in dissonance can be found in the 

brass instruments once again. Beginning at the Tempo Primo in example 11, at rehearsal mark 5, 

sustained major seconds, minor ninths, and tritones enhance the severity of the piece. Chávez 

likewise incorporates dissonance in Caballos de vapor, emphasizing the interval of an exposed 

major seventh as seen one measure before rehearsal mark 15 (ex. 12) in the tuba. By 

accentuating the interval of a major seventh, Chávez prepares the listener for the next thematic 

statement during which the English horn, clarinet, viola, and cello play a minor ninth below the 

first and second violins, as can be seen in example 12, beginning at rehearsal mark 17. The 

French horn trills found one measure before rehearsal mark 17 further enhance the dissonance.
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Example 10. Copland, Statements: I. Militant (1944), r6-7 to r6+1 

 

 

Example 11. Copland, Statements: II. Cryptic (1944), r5-1 to r6+1 
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Example 12. Chávez, Caballos de vapor, (1926), r15-1 to r17+2 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Aaron Copland continued to visit Carlos Chávez in Mexico for the rest of his life in 

pursuit of peace, solitude and inspiration. The two friends remained in close contact, continuing 

their correspondence and the tradition of exchanging scores for “rugged honesty” regarding both 

completed and ongoing projects.214 Theirs was an enduring and devoted friendship, cultivated 

over a span of more than fifty years, from the moment they met as young, ambitious men in the 

1920s until Chávez’s passing in 1978. 

 Howard Pollack observes, “the friendship between Copland and Chávez went beyond 

mutual support and shared ideals; they felt a deep spiritual and emotional bond”; he contends 

that theirs was an “extraordinary” friendship that was “more enduring than with Sessions or 

Harris, more intimate than with Thomson or Piston, more coequal than with Blitzstein, Diamond, 

or any number of younger composer friends.”215 In 1933, Chávez told Copland, “You are 

something of my own self . . . you mean for me [sic] understanding, you are with me in the real 

center of thought and creation.”216 His feelings for Copland did not falter, and eighteen years 

later in 1951, Chávez affirmed, “I always think of you no matter how long a time we do not hear 

from each other.”217 Copland’s expressed mutual sentiments in a letter to Chávez written in 

1935: 

I’m sure you must know how dear you are to me in every way—how close I feel to you 
mentally and spiritually and musically—and the idea that anything whatever should mar 
our friendship even temporarily is very painful to me. Even tho I may not write for long 

 
 214 Parker, “Copland and Chávez,” 442. 
 
 215 Pollack, Aaron Copland: The Life and Work of an Uncommon Man, 216, 223. 
 
 216 Ibid.  
 
 217 Ibid. 
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periods you are always in my thoughts—people are always asking me how you are—and 
I never feel really separated from you.218 
 

 Though Copland and Chávez’s mutual admiration and support of one another remains 

indisputable, coupled with the substantial impact of their friendship both professionally and 

personally, Chávez’s legacy and lifework slowly vanished from concert halls and academic 

discourse. A thorough investigation of the New York Philharmonic’s digital archives reveals a 

sudden decline in the programming of his works beginning in the early 1960s.219 While Chávez’s 

music was performed by the New York Philharmonic forty times from 1934–1965, nearly fifteen 

years passed before the orchestra performed his work again in 1980; but what is most 

disheartening is the number of programs featuring Chávez’s music following the two 

performances which took place in 1980: a mere three. In sharp contrast, the works of Copland 

have been featured by the New York Philharmonic over two hundred times since 1980. A search 

of the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s archives reveals that Chávez’s music was only 

programmed twice in the last forty years. This not only highlights the need for diversification in 

the repertoire of modern orchestras, but illustrates one of the ways in which Chávez has been 

forgotten.   

 The past few years have been good to the Chávez legacy, with the Bard Music Festival of 

2015—which recognized Chávez and his accomplishments as a Latin American composer—and 

the resulting book Carlos Chávez and His World published the same year and edited by Leonora 

Saavedra.220 Scholars such as Robert Parker, Leonora Saavedra, Carol Hess, and Christina 

 
 218 Aaron Copland, Letter to Carlos Chávez, 28 August 1935, Aaron Copland Collection, Library of 
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/copland.corr0198/. 
 
 219 ”New York Philharmonic Leon Levy Digital Archives,” New York Philharmonic, accessed June 22, 
2019, https://archives.nyphil.org/ 
 
 220 Schweitzer, “Bard Festival Salutes Carlos Chávez.” 
 



 84 
 

Taylor Gibson—to name a few—have breathed life into Chávez’s name once again, but there is 

still much work to be done. As long as Chávez’s contributions go unrecognized, we rob 

ourselves of the opportunity to understand and recognize the full scope of American music and 

its development. 

 The friendship shared by Aaron Copland and Carlos Chávez is a testament to the capacity 

and power of music in dissolving borders, especially at a time in the early twenty-first century 

when American discourse is consumed with the notion of walls and boundaries. Unfortunately, it 

is still commonplace to tell the story of Copland and his music while downplaying or even 

omitting the influence and impact of one of his greatest friends and allies—a man who is still 

frequently disregarded by history—though he was once described by the modernist critic Paul 

Rosenfeld as “the greatest living composer of the North American Continent.”221 It is my hope 

that the discourse surrounding the development of America’s quintessential composer will 

include not only Russian, French, or jazz influences, but those from Mexico as well, all while 

continuing to inspire the timeless question, “What is American music?”

 
 221 Pollack, Aaron Copland: The Life and Work of an Uncommon Man, 435. 
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