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Suite from Billy the Kid  1938  
Aaron Copland  |  1900 -1990 

Aaron Copland had to work a bit harder than 
Samuel Barber (see October note) to establish 
his reputation among the leading American 
composers of the mid-20th century. That’s not 
to say that he had no advantages: His studies 
in Paris with the eminent Nadia Boulanger led 
directly to a longstanding partnership with the 
Boston Symphony and their music director 
Sergey Koussevitsky, starting in 1924. But such 
advocacy did not yield unanimous acclaim or 
steady work. Copland would spend much of 
his 20s and 30s piecing together a career at 
various schools, journals, and concert series  
in New York.

As with Stravinsky in the early 1910s, it would 
be a set of three ballets written in quick 
succession that made Copland’s name, 
eventually proving to be among his most 
popular and enduring compositions. The first  
of these was 1938’s Billy the Kid, written for 
the New York ballet impresario Lincoln Kirstein.  
(It would be followed by Rodeo and 
Appalachian Spring in the early 1940s.) 
Kirstein’s interest in the subject stemmed  
from Walter Noble Burns’s quasi-biography 
The Saga of Billy the Kid, and he approached 
Copland to write the score. As a New York-
based son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, 
Copland doubted his fitness for the job:

“Having been born in Brooklyn myself, I was 
rather wary of tackling a cowboy subject. But 
Kirstein was persuasive … and tucked two 
collections of Western tunes under my arm.  
I had worked with Mexican folk tunes in  
El salón México, and the idea of seeing what  
I could do with homegrown ones helped  
Kirstein win the argument. It’s a rather delicate 
operation–to put fresh and unconventional 
harmonies to well-known melodies without 
spoiling their naturalness. Moreover, for an 
orchestral score, one must expand, contract, 
rearrange and superimpose the bare tunes 
themselves, giving them if possible something 
of one’s own touch. That, at any rate, is what  
I tried to do.” 

 

Copland’s use of “rearranged” Western 
melodies is most in evidence in the second 
and third parts of the ballet suite, Street in  
a Frontier Town and Card Game at Night. 
Street in a Frontier Town is the most eventful 
number (culminating with the shooting of 
twelve-year-old Billy’s mother and Billy’s 
retaliation against the shooters) and 
appropriately piles on several cowboy melodies 
in quick succession, including  

“Great Grandad,” “Git Along, Little Dogies,”  
and “Goodbye, Old Paint,” along with a 
Mexican folk dance called a jarabe. The 
peaceful Card Game at Night features an airy take 
on “The Dying Cowboy.” Meanwhile, 
Celebration Dance (After Billy’s Capture) 
gives an ironic twist to the folk idiom by 
applying bitonality (two keys at once) to a 
characteristic dance rhythm.

Yet it is not just folk song quotations that  
give Copland’s music a distinctly Western 
character. Copland’s musical style has 
become almost synonymous with America, 
though why that should be isn’t necessarily 
obvious: Writers generally resort to appropriate 
but vague descriptors like “openness” and 

“spaciousness.” Such impressions probably 
come about through a few common Copland 
techniques: These include the use of the 
diatonic collection (that is, the notes of the 
major scale without lots of complicating 
accidentals) but with harmonies based on 
fourths and fifths (which tend to sound blockier  
and more imposing than the softer, warmer 
thirds favored by Romantic composers), 
employment of the outskirts of the instruments’ 
registers (providing a sense of space by 
opening up distance between high and low 
notes), and repetitions of small melodic 
fragments (which contribute to a sense of 
stillness and timelessness). In any case, such 
musical techniques can be found throughout 
Billy the Kid, especially in Billy’s Death and,  
of course, The Open Prairie. Many of these 
features appear in Gun Battle as well, with the 
addition of flying bullets (figuratively speaking)  
in the percussion section.

The GFSA has performed Billy the Kid twice 
before, in 1986 and 1989.

program notes



Juno Concerto 2015-16 
Béla Fleck  |  1958 - 

The Juno Concerto is Béla Fleck’s second 
banjo concerto (following The Impostor, which  
he has played more than 50 times), and he  
has spoken often on how he approached the 
process differently the second time around, 
starting with its namesake, his son Juno. 

“Becoming a parent and taking part in the 
human experience in a deeper way causes  
you to want to hear different things in music.  
I think flow and mood and vibe and all of  
those things seem more important to me  
this time, and I think that came out.” 

The name for the first concerto The Impostor 
reflects rather self-deprecatingly Fleck’s own 
lack of familiarity in the classical and orchestral 
worlds (though there may be no one else on 
the planet who has engaged with as many 
musical worlds as he has). In the second 
concerto, he wanted to embrace his newfound 
comfort in the idiom, while incorporating a 
technical naturalness to the banjo part. “I 
wanted to improve my writing for the orchestra,  
to create more and better slow music, and for 
the solo parts to focus on flow and things that 
come naturally to the banjo, rather than 
attempting to do the nearly impossible, 
constantly ... I wanted the banjo parts to be  
what the banjo does best, which is rippling  
and rolling and creating sounds that fall off  
the instrument ... I wanted it to be evocative,  
I wanted to feel things when I heard it.”

Finally, Fleck wanted to move away from the 
almost medley-like quick changes that happen  
in both the first concerto and much of the 
Flecktones repertoire: “Really great classical 
music to me, and really great jazz too, is all 
about development of ideas, and I was never 
really quite sure what that was. I got closer  
to the idea of taking an idea and really having 
your way with it.”

 

 

The first movement of the Juno Concerto 
opens with overlapping wind arpeggios 
immediately reminiscent of Copland, with only 
some un-Coplandesque syncopations betraying 
its true authorship. The banjo enters with more 
bluesy and Flecktones-y passagework, almost 
as if pulling the orchestra toward a new style. 

Movement two acts as the most obvious 
example of Fleck’s newfound concision, with 
the banjo spinning out passages from a few 
melodic fragments, and only a handful of 
orchestral interludes and woodwind solos to 
contribute to the action. After a tense opening, 
the third movement breaks into a driving and  
fast-fingered finale.

This is the GFSA’s first performance of the 
Juno Concerto. 

Overture to Candide 1956 
Leonard Bernstein  |  1918 -1990

Though not an immediate hit in 1957, Leonard 
Bernstein’s West Side Story quickly became 
one of the most acclaimed musicals of all time, 
with the help of a 10-Oscar-winning film version 
in 1961. Bernstein’s almost-contemporaneous 
Candide, however, has had a much tougher 
go of it, with a consistently mixed reception 
and at least three reworkings of the score over 
the decades. A few numbers from the show 
have maintained their popularity, however, 
including the soprano feature “Glitter and Be 
Gay,” the glorious finale “Make Our Garden 
Grow,” and the brilliant overture.

Bernstein’s overture reflects his perpetual dual 
position in the classical and musical theater 
worlds. Like most musical theater overtures, 
the overture to Candide gives the audience a 
preview of some of the best tunes the show 
has to offer. Unlike many of them, however, 
Bernstein incorporates these tunes into a 
Rossinian sonata form, complete with the 
gradual momentum-building conclusion that 
Rossini used so effectively.

The GFSA has performed the Overture to 
Candide twice before, in 1970 and 1992. 



Stars 1927 
Mary Howe  |  1882 -1964 

Should one be nervous about shifting gears 
career-wise at a later age, one could do worse 
than to look to Mary Howe as a reassuring 
model. Though she had always made 
composition part of her musical life, her early 
adulthood focused on piano performance 
(most significantly as part of a piano duo  
with Anne Hull) and raising three children. 

It was only at age 40 that she earned her 
composition degree from the Peabody 
Conservatory, and at 51, she made the 
pilgrimage so common among American 
composers to study with Nadia Boulanger  
in Paris. This delay did not prevent her from 
writing more than 200 pieces and receiving 
performances from major orchestras in the  
U.S. and Europe.

 

Much like Copland did during his early-career 
New York years, Howe devoted significant 
energy to fostering the success of various 
musical institutions in her home city of 
Washington, DC. She helped found and served 
on the board of the National Symphony 
Orchestra, started the Chamber Music Society 
of Washington, and created the Society of 
American Women Composers.

Stars is one of Howe’s most popular works, 
which she claimed was “inspired by the 
gradually overwhelming effect of the dome of  
a starry night—its peace, beauty, and space.” 
The neo-impressionistic style, featuring 
prominent harp, is as evocative a depiction  
of the night sky as exists in music. 

This is the GFSA’s first performance of  
the work. 
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