
ballet for martha making appalachian
spring
Ballet for Martha: Making Appalachian Spring is a captivating exploration of the
process behind one of the most significant works in American ballet history. Created by
renowned choreographer Martha Graham and composer Aaron Copland, Appalachian Spring
tells a story of hope, community, and the American spirit. This article delves into the origins
of the ballet, its creative process, and its lasting impact on the world of dance.

Understanding Appalachian Spring

Appalachian Spring premiered in 1944 and has since become a cornerstone of American
ballet. This piece encapsulates the spirit of rural America, showcasing themes of love,
renewal, and celebration.

The Storyline

The narrative of Appalachian Spring unfolds as follows:

1. A Pioneer Bride: The ballet begins with a young bride who is preparing for her wedding.
Her excitement and anticipation set the stage for the unfolding story.
2. The Bridegroom: The bridegroom arrives, bringing an aura of hope and love that
permeates the atmosphere.
3. Community Celebration: The couple’s joy is amplified by the presence of their friends and
neighbors, who join in a celebration of their union.
4. Reflection and Renewal: The ballet concludes with a sense of peace and reflection,
symbolizing the cyclical nature of life and the enduring spirit of the community.

The Creative Collaboration

The creation of Appalachian Spring was a product of collaboration between Martha Graham
and Aaron Copland, two titans in their respective fields. Their partnership exemplified the
synergy of choreography and music, leading to the ballet's enduring legacy.

Martha Graham's Vision

Martha Graham, often referred to as the mother of modern dance, had a unique vision for
Appalachian Spring. Her approach included:

- Emotional Expression: Graham emphasized the emotional depth of her characters, inviting



dancers to embody their roles fully.
- Innovative Movement: She pioneered a distinct movement style that combined elements
of modern dance with traditional ballet, making her choreography both expressive and
grounded.
- Storytelling: Graham believed that dance should tell a story, and she infused Appalachian
Spring with narrative elements that resonated with audiences.

Aaron Copland's Musical Genius

Aaron Copland's score for Appalachian Spring is as iconic as the choreography itself. His
approach included:

- American Folk Elements: Copland incorporated traditional American folk tunes, giving the
ballet an authentic sound that reflected its rural setting.
- Innovative Orchestration: The music features a blend of orchestral textures that enhance
the emotional landscape of the story.
- Dynamic Rhythm: Copland’s use of rhythm helps to convey the energy and joy of the
community celebration, making the music an integral part of the ballet.

Challenges in the Creation Process

The creation of Appalachian Spring was not without its challenges. Both Graham and
Copland faced several obstacles that tested their creative resolve.

Financial Constraints

One of the most significant challenges was financial. The ballet was commissioned by the
Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundation, but funding was limited. This required the creators
to work within tight budgets, affecting their resources.

Time Limitations

The timeline for the ballet’s development was also constrained. With pressing deadlines,
both Graham and Copland had to remain focused and committed to their vision, often
working long hours to meet their goals.

Artistic Differences

As with many collaborations, artistic differences arose between Graham and Copland. Each
had their distinct style and vision, which sometimes led to disagreements:



- Choreography vs. Music: The interplay between Graham’s choreography and Copland’s
music required careful negotiation to ensure both elements complemented each other.
- Interpretation of Themes: Differences in interpretation of the ballet’s themes occasionally
led to creative tension, but these challenges ultimately contributed to a richer final product.

The Premiere and Reception

Appalachian Spring premiered on October 30, 1944, at the Coolidge Auditorium in
Washington, D.C. The reception was overwhelmingly positive, with audiences captivated by
the innovative choreography and evocative music.

Audience Response

The initial audience response can be summarized as follows:

- Emotional Impact: Viewers were deeply moved by the ballet's themes of love and
community, resonating with the post-war sentiment of hope and renewal.
- Critical Acclaim: Critics praised both Graham’s choreography and Copland’s score,
recognizing the work as a defining moment in American ballet.

Legacy and Influence

The impact of Appalachian Spring extends far beyond its premiere. Its legacy can be
observed through:

- Influence on Future Works: Many choreographers and composers have drawn inspiration
from Graham and Copland’s collaboration, leading to new works that explore similar
themes.
- Cultural Significance: The ballet has become a symbol of American culture, celebrating the
beauty and resilience of rural life.
- Educational Importance: Appalachian Spring is frequently studied in dance programs,
serving as an essential example of the fusion between modern dance and classical music.

Conclusion

Ballet for Martha: Making Appalachian Spring is a testament to the power of
collaboration in the arts. Through the innovative visions of Martha Graham and Aaron
Copland, Appalachian Spring emerged as a landmark piece that continues to inspire and
resonate with audiences around the world. The ballet’s exploration of love, community, and
the American spirit remains relevant, ensuring its place in the pantheon of classic dance
works. Whether you are a dancer, a musician, or simply an admirer of the arts,
understanding the creation of Appalachian Spring offers invaluable insight into the beauty
of artistic expression.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of 'Appalachian Spring' in
ballet history?
'Appalachian Spring', choreographed by Martha Graham to Aaron Copland's score,
premiered in 1944 and is significant for its innovative blend of modern dance and classical
ballet elements, showcasing the themes of American life and pioneering spirit.

How did Martha Graham's style influence the
choreography of 'Appalachian Spring'?
Martha Graham's choreography in 'Appalachian Spring' emphasized expressive movement
and emotional depth, reflecting her technique that focuses on the body's natural rhythms
and the use of contraction and release, which diverged from traditional ballet forms.

What themes are explored in 'Appalachian Spring'?
'Appalachian Spring' explores themes of renewal, community, and the celebration of
American life, depicting a young couple's joy and hope as they build a new home and life
together in a rural setting.

How does the music of Aaron Copland complement the
choreography in 'Appalachian Spring'?
Aaron Copland's score for 'Appalachian Spring' complements the choreography by
incorporating folk themes and a sense of openness, enhancing the emotional landscape of
the dance and allowing the movements to resonate with the music's pastoral quality.

What impact did 'Appalachian Spring' have on the
perception of American modern dance?
'Appalachian Spring' significantly impacted the perception of American modern dance by
elevating it to a respected art form, showcasing the unique cultural narrative of America
and influencing future choreographers to explore national themes in their work.
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