
AARON COPLAND'S TWELVE POEMS OF EMILY DICKINSON: 

A STUDY OF RHYTHM, METER, AND WORD PAINTING WITH 

APPLICATION THROUGH AN ORIGINAL COMPOSITION 

by 

Jan M. Weaver 

A SENIOR THESIS 

m 

Submitted to the General Studies Council 
in the College of Arts and Sciences 

at Texas Tech University in 
Partial fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

BACHELOR OF GENERAL STUDIES 

Approved 

DR. MARY JEANNE v AN.APPLEDORN 
School of Music 

C9rChairperson of The§is, Committee 

DR. PAMELA G. ELROD 
School of Music 

Co-Chairperson of Thesis Committee 

Accepted 

DR. MICHAEL SCHOENECK£ 
Director of General Studies 

DECEMBER 2002 



^^. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
t ' - ^ 

I would like to express my gratitude to the many people who provided assistance 

and guidance in the creation of this thesis. First a thank you to my thesis committee 

members. Dr. van Appledom and Dr. Elrod, who have helped me to express m> ideas in a 

more clear, concise, and scholarly manner while believing in my abilities as a writer and 

composer. They have taught me, throughout the development of this project, that there is 

no end to learning, and have inspired both the writer and musician in me. My family has 

also provided enormous love and support in this endeavor, especially my husband Robert 

and daughter Emma, without whom, this thesis would not have come to fruition. 

n 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT ii 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

II. BACKGROUND ON AARON COPLAND 
AND EMILY DICKINSON 2 

Aaron Copland 2 
Biographical Information 2 
Compositional Periods/Styles 3 

Emily Dickinson 3 
Biographical Information 4 
Influences on Her Writing Style 4 
Characteristics of Her Writing Style 5 

III. AARON COPLAND'S TWEL VE POEMS 

OF EMIL Y DICKINSON 7 

Background on the Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson 7 

Copland's Setting of Dickinson's Text 8 

Copland's Stylistic Techniques 9 

The Twelve Songs 10 
Nature, the gentlest mother 10 
There came a wind like a bugle 12 
Why do they shut me out of Heaven? 13 
The world feels dusty 14 
Heart, we will forget him 15 
Dear March, come in! 16 
Sleep is supposed to be 17 
When they come back 18 
I feh a funeral in my brain 19 
Eve heard an organ talk sometimes 21 
Going to Heaven! 22 
The Chariot 24 

ni 



IV. ORIGINAL COMPOSITION ^^ 

27 "Hope is the thing with feathers" 

V. CONCLUSION ^^ 

BIBLIOGRAPHY -̂̂  

APPENDIX ^^ 

i \ 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

When thinking about classical American music, the first name that probably 

comes to mind is Aaron Copland. This fact would probably please him because 

throughout his career he vigorously tried to create a musical style that was truly 

American. He wanted to give America a voice that was all her own like the nationalistic 

composers Modest Mussorgsky (1839-1 881), Edward Elgar (1857-1934), and Claude 

Debussy (1862-1918) had done for Russia, England, and France. In order to create this 

musical style for America, he incorporated American folksongs, jazz rhythms from the 

popular music of his day, and aggressive dissonances from the machine age and urban life 

that surrounded him (Butterworth 8-9). Copland wrote ballets, orchestral music, film 

scores, music for solo piano, chamber music, works for voice with piano accompaniment 

and voice with instrumental accompaniment, and operas. Copland did give American 

music a voice, and more specifically, h e gave a voice to an American. This American 

was a woman who was also creating an American style, but hers was in the world of 

poetry. That American was Emily Dickinson. In his song cycle Twelve Poems of Emily 

Dickinson, Aaron Copland combined Emily Dickinson's poetry with his music in an 

extraordinary marriage of artistic genres. Copland was able to effectively reflect her 

poetry through the application of the compositional techniques of rhythm, meter, and 

word painting. 



CHAPTER II 

BACKGROUND ON AARON COPLAND 

AND EMILY DICKINSON 

Aaron Copland 

Biographical Information 

Aaron Copland was born the youngest of five children 14 November 1900 in 

Brooklyn, New York, to Harris and Sarah Kaplan. His parents emigrated from Russia to 

America in order to escape the persecution of Jews. During their journey, they passed 

through England where an immigration officer misspelled Kaplan as Copland. Harris 

Kaplan decided to adopt this new spelling for their new life in America. 

Copland became interested in music, especially in the piano, and began taking 

lessons from his older sister because their father did not want to pay for private lessons. 

She continued to teach him until Copland outgrew her abilities, and he then took music 

lessons from a private teacher in the area who taught him the basics of counterpoint and 

composition. By the age of fifteen, he had made the decision to become a composer. 

This decision led him to France in order to study at the Summer School of Music for 

American students at Fountainebleau. Here he was under the tutelage of Nadia 

Boulanger. After three years in France, he returned to New York with a new composition 

entitled Symphony for Organ and Orchestra written for Madame Boulanger's American 

appearances. 



Compositional Periods/Styles 

Copland went through many different compositional periods in his career using 

different styles and techniques. As previously mentioned, Copland incorporated jazz 

rhythms into his works like in his "Piano Concerto" (1926). Influence of neoclassicism 

from Igor Stravinsky appeared in his "Piano Variations" (1930). To give his work an 

American sound he used American folk: tunes in works like "Billy the Kid" (1938) and 

"Rodeo" (1942). Copland also composed music for movies such as Of Mice and Men 

(1938) and The Heiress (1948). In later years, Copland employed serial techniques from 

the 12-tone school of Arnold Schoenberg, which appear in the piece "Connotation" 

(1962). 

After 1970, Copland's compositional output dramatically declined. However, he 

continued to lecture and conduct, and h e wrote several books about music and his own 

life. Copland died on 2 December 1990 in Tarrytown, New York. 

Emily Dickinson 

In Copland's search to write purely American music he was drawn to the poetry of 

Emily Dickinson for two primary reasons. First, her writing spoke of universal 

humanistic themes dealing with life, death, nature, and God. Secondly, her texts lend 

themselves well to the voice with their simple and direct manner 

(www.music.ponoma.edu/orchestra/cop_eigh.htm). 

http://www.music.ponoma.edu/orchestra/cop_eigh.htm


Biographical Informafion 

To fully understand her texts a n d Copland's setting of them, it may be of use to 

take a brief look into Emily Dickinson's life. She is America's most well-known female 

poet. She was bom in Amherst, Massachusetts, in 1830 as the middle child of Edward 

and Emily Norcross Dickinson. Her schooling included Amherst Academy for seven 

years and Mount Holyoke Female Seminary for just one year. The latter seemed to have a 

strong influence on her writings as she struggled to formulate her own religious beliefs, 

which did not seem to fit with those around her in the Seminary. Dickinson lived in her 

parents' home from 1855 until her death in 1886. This fact gives rise to the belief that 

Dickinson was a "home body" without much interaction with society. Contrary to this 

misnomer, Dickinson did have the opportunity to interact with others at parties given 

often at her bother and sister-in-law's home . One friend said of Dickinson that she "was 

so surrounded by friends at a party that she had no chance to talk with her" (Encarta 

online 2). Dickinson also kept up numerous correspondences with friends and family in 

which she always included some of her poetry. It is in this way that she was able to 

"publish" her work by letting others read it. 

Influences on Her Writing Style 

There are many different authors and literary works that probably influenced 

Dickinson. Some of the authors she r ead that may have influenced her writing were 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, the Bronte sisters, and Shakespeare. She also read translated 

Greek and Roman classics. While not claiming belief in a certain sect, Dickinson was 

very religious and read the Bible often. Her sister-in-law. Susan Dickinson, seemed to 



have the greatest influence on her poetry. The two sisters lived next door to one another 

for over 35 years during which they enjoyed literature, music, cooking, and gardening 

(Encarta online 2). Dickinson wrote h e r sister-in-law many letters containing poetry to 

which Susan Dickinson responded sometimes with critiques. Dickinson wrote four 

different second stanzas to "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers" according to Susan 

Dickinson's suggestions. Her sister-in-law was also most likely responsible for the few 

publications of Emily Dickinson's work: during her lifetime. 

Characteristics of Her Writing Style 

Although the subjects Dickinson chose for her poetry of death, love, and 

humanity's relationship to God and nature are universal, her style of writing is what 

makes her unique. Dickinson uses variations of meters common in hymn writing, 

especially iambic tetrameter, where there are eight syllables per line and e\ ery second 

syllable is stressed. She uses iambic tetrameter in the poem "I felt a funeral in my brain," 

in these lines: 

"Kept beating, beating, till I thought / My mind was going numb." 

Along with the rhythm of her poetry, s h e focused on the rhyme scheme. She often wrote 

off-rhymes like ocean/noon and seam/swim (Encarta online). One interesting technique 

she employed was her ability to take common language and alter it in a way that would 

shock the reader, a technique now called defamiliarization. In the poem "Nature, the 

gentlest mother," this technique is used with the word "infinite": 

"With infinite affection / And infiniter care" 



Ellipsis is another technique Dickinson used where omitted words are somehow 

understood to be there. A line from "Dear March, come in!" exemplifies this technique: 

"Who knocks? That April!" 

Dickinson in her later career focused on the visual aspect of her poetry by arranging the 

lines and words in ways that would emphasize a particular word and underscore the 

meaning. She is also well-known for h e r use of the dash to indicate pause and for 

capitalizing the first letters of words for added emphasis. "Why do they shut me out of 

Heaven?" shows her frequent use of the dash and capitalization: 

"Why - do they shut Me out of Heaven? 

Did I sing - too loud? 

But — I can say a little "Minor" 

Timid as a Bird!" 

At one time, many of her critics characterized her use of these techniques as 

ungrammatical writing, but her style and use of the language is now seen as an art. 



CHAPTER III 

AARON COPLAND'S TWEL VE POEMS OF EMIL Y DICKINSON 

Background on the 7\vg/vg Poems of Emily Dickinson 

Between March 1949 and March 1950, Copland composed the song cycle. Twelve 

Poems of Emily Dickinson (also known as the "Dickinson Songs"), his longest and most 

important composition for voice and piano. Copland began writing the song cycle after 

completing work on the film score for The Heiress, which, according to Howard Pollack, 

"created a style that could accommodate Dickinson's poetry and her world . . . as well as a 

sympathy for a woman's point of view" (440-441). Originally, Copland set Dickinson's 

poem "The Chariot," with no intention of creating a song cycle out of it. In an interview, 

printed in part in the program notes of the CD "Eight Poems of Emily Dickinson" 

(distributed by Telarc), Copland is quoted to have said, "I fell in love with one song, 'The 

Chariot,' and continued to add songs o n e at a time until I had twelve. The poems 

themselves gave me my direction, one that I hoped would be appropriate to Miss 

Dickinson's lyrical expressive language." 

Copland arranged the order of the songs only after their completion and entitled 

each according to the first line of the poem except in the case of "The Chariot." The 

piece premiered in New York, 18 May 1950, with soprano Alice Howland and Copland at 

the piano. Although the "Dickinson Songs" were at first only modestly accepted, through 

the years, critics and audiences have found the beauty and artistry in the work, and it is 

now considered not only one of Copland's best works for voice and piano, but also one of 

the best song cycles of the century. Copland later orchestrated eight of the twelve poems: 

"Nature, the gentlest mother," There came a wind like a bugle," "The world feels dusty," 



"Heart, we will forget him," "Dear March, come in," "Sleep is supposed to be," "Going to 

Heaven!" and "The Chariot," to be performed by a soprano with chamber orchestra. 

Some performers prefer the orchestrated version, claiming it clarifies the contrapuntal 

nature of the work, while others feel it i s heard at its best when performed as piano with 

voice only (Pollack 444-445). Each s o n g can be performed individually, in a group as 

selected by the performer, or altogether as a cycle. Copland himself had personal 

preferences regarding the performances of the "Dickinson Songs." On a website created 

by the Boosey & Hawkes publishing company about Aaron Copland and his song cycle 

Twelve poems of Emily Dickinson, he i s quoted as saying, "Each song is meant to be 

complete in itself, but I prefer them to b e sung as a cycle. They seem to have a 

cumulative effect" (boosey.com). 

Copland's Setting of Dickinson's Text 

Emily Dickinson was an American voice in poetry that caught the eye of Aaron 

Copland. He brought her voice to life by setting these twelve poems to music, thereby 

bringing her work to more audiences. Copland's ability to take these poems and express 

their ideas musically not only enhanced the meaning of the poem, but also brought out 

their beauty in a marriage of text and music. Neil Butterworth, author of the book 

entitled The Music of Aaron Copland, describes this ability: "[Copland] parallels the 

compactness of the poems with an economy of musical resources both in the directness of 

the vocal line and the relative simplicity of the piano part" (125). As a performer, 

soprano Phyllis Curtin also felt Copland was able to express Dickinson's voice through 

this song cycle: "It is my conviction, after having sung these songs hundreds of times, that 

http://boosey.com


nobody has ever understood her as Aaron does . . . It was Aaron who found the musical 

voice for Emily Dickinson, and the times when I sang them best, I had the feeling that she 

was speaking" (Pollack 443). Copland writes in the program notes to the Twelve Songs of 

Emily Dickinson: 

The poems centre about no single theme, but they treat of subject matter 
particularly close to Miss Dickinson: nature, death, life, eternity. Onh two of the 
songs are related thematically, the seventh and twelfth. Nevertheless, the 
composer hopes that, in seeking a musical counterpart for the unique personalit\ 
of the poet, he has given the songs, taken together, the aspect of a song cycle. The 
twelve songs are dedicated to twelve composer friends. 

The names of these composers appear above the title of each song and are as follows: 

David Diamond, Elliot Carter, Ingolf Dahl, Alexei Haieff, Marcelle de Manziarly, Juan 

Orrego-Salas, Irving Fine, Harold Shapero, Camargo Guamieri, Alberto Ginastera, Lukas 

Foss, and Arthur Berger. 

Copland's Stylistic Techniques 

Although this paper will focus on Aaron Copland's use of rhythm, meter, and 

word painting, it is interesting to note some distinctive attributes of Copland's style in 

Twelve Songs of Emily Dickinson. The melodies in this song cycle tend to favor the 

interval of a third. However, large intervals such as sevenths and ninths are interspersed 

throughout the piece, which make these melodies rather challenging for the performer to 

sing. The piano accompaniment is thinly-textured and mostly linear in its movement, 

sometimes featuring only one note in each hand. The tonalities in this song cycle reflect 

the church modes. Copland uses minor modes such as Dorian and Phrygian and the 

major modes Lydian and Ionian. He also seemed to favor the flat-key signatures. His 



treatment of the text is mostly syllabic (where each syllable receives one note). There are 

a few exceptions in which Copland chooses to set text melismatically (where syllable or 

word receives two or more note) as in t h e song "I've Heard and Organ Talk Sometimes." 

Copland also seems to use a particular pattern when changing between meters in these 

songs. A table is provided in appendix B to show how these patterns emerge (see page 

45). These attributes serve one function: to portray the meaning of Emily Dickinson's 

poetry. 

T h e Twelve Songs 

Nature, the gentlest mother 

However, Copland's goal of creating a "musical counterpart" for Emily 

Dickinson's text was achieved primarily through the compositional techniques of rhythm, 

meter, and word painting. In the first song, "Nature, the gentlest mother," Dickinson 

speaks of all the beautiful and peaceful aspects of nature. In this song, Copland uses lots 

of "little" notes in the rhythm such as: grace notes, dotted eighth-notes to thirty-second 

notes, and sixteenths to dotted eighths (a technique called scotch snaps). These rhythms 

create rhythmic energy throughout the entire piece, suggesting the delicate aspects of 

nature. Listeners can hear the fluttering of wings of a bird on the word "bird" in the right 

hand of the piano, and can see the "rampant squirrel" running up and down a tree in the 

ascending and descending motions of the accompaniment (see Examples 1 and 2). 

10 



Example 1. "Nature, the gentlest mother" mm. 4-6 
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There came a wind like a bugle 

In the second song, "There came a wind like a bugle," Dickinson describes a 

thunderstorm with heavy wind and rain. The first measure of the piece ascends in a scalar 

motion in the piano, suggesting the rush of wind. The opening lines of the voice are 

triadic in nature, suggesting the characteristic sound and rhythms often heard from a 

bugle. The rain is exemplified in the fast moving sixteenth notes in the right hand of the 

piano accompaniment, which is marked double forte. There is also thunder and lightning 

suggested by the use of the accented chords for thunder and the large leaps in the right 

hand for lightning on the words "electric moccasin" (see Example 3). Copland also uses 

meter to create an undulating river of water. By moving from the 2/4 meter into 3/8, then 

into 6/8, (the change from a duple meter into a triple meter) creates an undulating river of 

water forecasting the "rivers where the houses ran." In measure 40, "the bell within the 

steeple wild" is given a pulsating feeling provided by the 6/8 meter where the bell seems 

to swing back and forth with each dow/n beat of the measure of the vocal line, while the 

piano rings at the top of the register in a "clangorous" manner as instructed by the 

composer (see Example 4). 

12 



Example 3. "There came a wind like a bugle" mm.23-25 
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Example 4. "There came a wind like a bugle" mm. 41-42 
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^ ŝ V ^ ^ ' 

=?^ i&i—^ 
Th«. 

£ U-L 
^ ^ # 

^ i) / 5 £ 
^ S=E • ^ 

J i . 
^ 3 2 1 

£ f f ? 

Why do they shut me out of Heaven? 

"Why do they shut me out of Heaven?" is the third song in the cycle. In this 

poem, Dickinson explores her doubtful feelings that in the after-life she will be accepted 

into Heaven. She fears that she will no t be accepted due to her unwillingness to declare 

13 



»v»wj»*r^m 

her belief in a certain religion. This song frequently employs the minor third that is 

characteristic of Copland's vocal writing throughout this song cycle. Here he uses the 

minor third in the melody to create a somber mood and to reflect the pleading nature of 

the poet. Copland uses word painting o n the word "knocked." The common time meter 

switches into 5/4 meter, and the asymmetrical rhythms seem to produce an actual 

knocking at the door (see Example 5). The phrase "Did I sing too loud" appears twice. 

Copland directs that the word "loud" b e sung the first time on a double forte and the 

second fime on a triple forte, which expresses the exact meaning of the word. 

Example 5. "Why do they shut me out of heaven?" mm. 22-23 
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The world feels dustv 

The fourth song in the cycle, "The world feels dusty," describes what Dickinson 

believes the world would look like when she dies. Copland suggests a lullaby with the 

two-note rocking figure in the piano (Butterworth 128). This two-note figure comes from 

14 



the second mode of six from the 13"̂  century rhythmic modes. This particular rhvthmic 

mode goes from a short note to a long note. This iambic mode becomes a rhythmic 

osfinato throughout the song, and seems to add a feeling of peaceful serenity. 

Butterworth suggests that Copland uses this figure to give the idea of a "tranquil 

acceptance of death" (128) (see Example 6). 

4± 

Example 6. "The world feels dusty" mm. 2-4 
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Heart, we will forget him 

"Heart, we will forget him" is t h e fifth song in the cycle. It seems to be about 

Dickinson telling her heart and mind to forget a lost love. Unlike many of the songs in 

this cycle, Copland never changes meter throughout the entire song. The common time 

meter suggests the constant, steady beat of a heart — this same heart that is trying to forget 

the loss of a loved one. Even the tempo at which the piece is to be performed is 60 beats 

per minute, which suggests a beating heart. The song has a somber and melancholy tone, 

one that is hinted at by Copland's use o f falling intervals in the vocal line (see Example 

7). 

15 



Example 7. "Heart, we will forget him" mm. 21-23 
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Dear March, come in 

In "Dear March, come in!" the poem expresses a welcome return of spring and all 

that the season brings with it. Copland directs the piece be performed with exuberance, 

and specifies the dotted quarter note to equal 116-120 (beats per minute). He uses fast, 

dance-like rhythms that make the song very exciting and playful, showing the happiness 

and newness of spring. The piece travels back and forth between the 6/8 meter and the 

9/8 meter, adding to this lilting and dance-like feeling. The voice, on the other hand, is 

sung in a 2/1 meter, creating a dialogue between the voice and the piano. He also uses 

text painting to reflect the idea of being "pursued." The rhythms starting in measure 82 

drive forward slightly increasing in tempo then calming back down a few measures later 

(see Example 8). 

16 



Examples. "Dear March, come in!" mm.82-85 
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Sleep is supposed to be 

In the seventh song, entitled "Sleep is supposed to be." Copland's characteristic 

large leaps and triadic intervals in the melody are seen multiple times in the vocal part. 

The poem speaks of the dawn in "the breaking of the day," and Copland expresses this 

idea in the continual upward movement of the piano. The climax of the piece occurs in 

measure 31 where the sun has finally risen with all its grandeur with triple fortes in both 

the piano and vocal parts (see Example 9). This song also marks the end of the first part 

of the cycle. Copland instructs the performers to give a length) pause before beginning 

the next song. 

17 



Example 9. "Sleep is supposed to be" mm.31-32 
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When thev come back 

"When they come back" is another poem about the return of spring, but this time a 

twinge of sadness permeates the text. Dickinson wonders if she will really see all the 

flowers or birds again in next year's spring, and with this thought she asks, "Has nobody 

a pang that on a face so beautiful we might not look again." The climax of the piece 

occurs in measure 30, where there seems to be some distress because spring is leaving 

and may not return (see Example 10). The tempo changes throughout the piece suggest 

the arrival of spring at a slow tempo that is upgraded to 84 beats per minute and then 

climaxing at 126 beats per minute then slowing down to 84 beats per minute with the 

departure of spring. 



Example 10. "When they come back" mm.28-30 
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I felt a funeral in mv brain 

The ninth song in the cycle is " I felt a funeral in my brain," in which Copland 

employs the technique of both rhythmic and melodic ostinatos (melodic and/or rhythmic 

figure repeated throughout an entire composition or section of the composition). A new 

ostinato in the piano marks the beginning of each stanza of the poem. The first ostinato 

appears at the beginning of the song. Copland directs the pianist to play this rhythmic 

ostinato blurred and uneven to create t h e constant motion of the carriage holding the body 

of the poet as she sees her own funeral procession and mourners following along (see 

Example 11). The second stanza of t h e text, starting in measure 17, gives rise to a new 

rhythmic repetition that mimics the sound of a drum "beating, beating, beating" in the 

poet's head (see Example 12). This drum-like sound continues with a slight change in the 

third and final section. Then when t h e text speaks of bells tolling, Copland directs the 

piano part to be played in a "bell-like" manner (see Example 13). This song does not 
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change meter, but continues throughout i n 2/4, which enhances the idea o f the relentless 

beating of a drum. 

Example 11. "I felt a funeral in m y brain" mm. 4-6 
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Example 12. "I felt a funeral in my brain" mm. 22-25 

n 
¥ iSdr* i ^ I I •; f 7 1 

|l [l It i <̂  tj j " I 
,1 ! 

\> L̂  \> ±lt -t* ger- VItt KifA a dirum j^j^}. \^^ irft)bwf-iii^, b*» -̂-h'n5 

^ 
^ rt bL 

V ! * 

^ & • > î4 ~^ 
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Example 13. "I feh a ftineral in m v brain" mm. 39-41 

I've heard an organ talk sometimes 

The next song in the cycle seems to give a dichotomy of feeling when compared 

to the previous song. "I've heard an organ talk sometimes" brings an atmosphere of 

peace and serenity that might come to someone sitting in a pew at church listening to the 

organ play. This song is the only one o f the cycle that moves in a chordal fashion. 

Copland does this to give the song a hyirm-like texture and sound. Copland only changes 

meters once throughout the song from t h e 3/4 meter to common time on the word "held," 

which gives an extra beat for the singer to hold. Again Copland reflects the exact 

meaning of the text through meter, rhythm, and word painting all in one measure. It is 

also interesting to note that this song contains one of the longest melismas in the entire 

song c>cle (see Example 14). This melisma recalls medieval chant where the use of this 

technique was prevalent in the music, wh ich ma\ be another wa\ Copland brings a church 

atmosphere to the song. 
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Example 14. "I've heard an organ talk sometimes" mm. 31-33 

Going to Heaven! 

"Going to Heaven!" is the second to last song in the cycle and is another one that 

focuses on the after-life. Dickinson says that she does not want to go to heaven because 

she is not ready to leave "this curious earth," but believes from what she has been taught 

that it must happen. Yet the poem expresses her doubt as she goes back and forth 

between her own thoughts and those o f the church. Copland expresses this doubt in the 

rising and falling motions in both the p i a n o accompaniment and vocal line. He expresses 

her surety in the rising motion on the w o r d s "Going to Heaven!" and her doubtfulness in 

the falling scale right before she says, " h o w dim it sounds" (see Example 15). The 

rhythm is light and fast in both the 6/8 and 9/8 meters. The meter and rhythm add to the 

feeling of being lifted up towards heaven, and at the same time gives a feeling that the 

poet cannot commit to a certain belief in an after-life. The rhythm changes drastically 
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from an upbeat tempo to a slower tempo to express the somber mood of the poet when 

she speaks of the death of her two friends. The lasts measures contain just a fragment of 

the beginning theme leaving the listener questioning the after-life just as Dickinson has 

(see Example 16). 

Example 15. "Going to Heaven!" mm. 27-34 (voice only) 
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The Chariot 

The final song in the cycle is entitled "The Chariot." In this poem, Dickinson 

describes her own death and the visions she sees of her life passing before her while 

riding in a carriage that is taking her to eternity. The opening theme in this piece is 

reminiscent of the opening theme in the seventh song, "Sleep is supposed to be" (see 

Example 17). The dotted rhythms suggest the trotting along of the horses pulling her 

carriage. This dotted rhythm becomes thirds to give the song a sweeter sound, suggesting 

the playful nature of the children she sees and the sense of peace she gains from looking 

at a field of grain (see Example 18). Copland again uses word painting on the final word 

and note of the song. The word "eternity" is held out for what seems like eternity on a 

softly sung high "F" for four measures, not including the fermata. This last song seems to 

speak of hope, and Copland ends the song with the use of the Picardy third (where the 

third in the chord is raised a half step in the minor key) providing a brighter sound for the 

final chord in the piano. 

Example 17a. "The Chariot" m m . 1 -3 
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Example 17b. "Sleep is supposed to be" mm. 1-3 

Wodi</<«^'.ASl«W- ,/..l.,,1g„ll , .'' . ...>.U.) 

Example 18. "The Chariot" mm. 28-30 
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CHAPTER IV 

ORIGINAL COMPOSITION 

Jan Weaver's Setting of Emily Dickinson's Text 

I have attempted through this original composifion to set Emily Dickinson's poem 

"Hope is the thing with feathers" in the style of Aaron Copland. Some of the 

characteristics Copland displayed in Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson are also used in 

this original song such as his treatment of melody, texture, meter, rhythm, and word 

painting. This song is written for soprano voice with piano. The melody contains large 

leaps in the vocal line in measures 5, 16-17, 25, and 29. The meter changes frequently 

between duple and triple meters, and combined with the dance-like rhythms create a 

lively feeling throughout the song. The text is set syllabically with the exception of the 

word "sings" in measure 8. The piano accompaniment is thinly-textured except in 

measures 19-20. Here I have tried to create a feeling of warmth in the harmony to 

express the phrase "kept so many warm." 
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Hope is the thing with feathers 
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:i' 
ZT: ^ f ^ 

Svtt r — _ _ 
4>-i<rf Sflz- • 

^ ^ 

1"̂  r '̂  ^' g 
T^ai £Cijld<^-

u u 
mj •laJD 

P 
^ i î  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

It is through Copland's technique in employing meter, rhythm, and word painting 

that he was able to portray the beautiful poetry of Emily Dickinson in a way that seems 

truly appropriate to her style of express! on. These compositional techniques proved to be 

exactly what the poetry called for. Every musical aspect of these songs ~ the specific 

note, meter, or the rhythm chosen - brings the words of Emily Dickinson alive for the 

listener, transforming the poetry into another plane of artistry. The Twelve Poems of 

Emily Dickinson is a true reflection of Emi ly Dickinson's poetry that gives her words to 

audiences that would not have heard t h e m otherwise. 
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APPENDIX A 
TEXTS FOR AARON COPLAND'S SONG CYCLE 

TWEL VE POEMS OF EMIL Y DICKINSON 
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Texts for Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson 

Twelve Poems of Emily Dickinson 
SeXhyAaron Copland</lieder/c/copland.html> n900-1990^ 1949-50. 
Texts by Emily Dickinson <d/dickinson/> (1830-1886) 

1. Nature, the gentlest mother 

Nature, the gentlest mother 
Impatient of no child, 
The feeblest or the waywardest, -
Her admonifion mild 

In forest and the hill 
By traveller is heard. 
Restraining rampant squirrel 
Or too impetuous bird. 

How fair her conversation, 
A simimer afternoon, -
Her household, her assembly; 
And when the sun goes down 

Her voice among the aisles 
Incites the timid prayer 
Of the minutest cricket. 
The most unworthy flower. 

When all the children sleep 
She turns as long away 
As will suffice to light her lamps; 
Then, bending from the sky. 

With infinite affection 
And infiniter care, 
Her golden finger on her lip. 
Wills silence everywhere. 

Input by Ted Perry 
[See other settings of the text <d/dickinson/nature.html>.] 
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2. There came a wind like a bugle 

There came a wind like a bugle. 
It quivered through the grass. 
And a green chill upon the heat 
So ominous did pass 
We barred the window and the doors 
As from an emerald ghost 
The doom's electric moccasin 
That very instant passed. 
On a strange mob of planting trees. 
And fences fled away. 
And rivers where the houses ran 
[The living looked that day,]* 
The bell within the steeple wild. 
The flying fidings [whided]+. 
How much can come 
And much can go. 
And yet abide the world! 

* Pede: "Those looked that lived that day -" 
+ Pede: "told" 
[See other settings of the text <d/dickinson^ugle.html>.] 

3. Why do they shut me out of Heaven? 

Why do they shut me out of Heaven? 
Did I sing too loud? 
But I can sing a little minor. 
Timid as a bird. 
Wouldn't the angels try me just once more 
Just see if I troubled them... 
But don't shut the door, don't shut the door... 
Oh if 1 were the gentlemen in the white robes 
and they were the little hand that knocked, 
Could I forbid, could I forbid, could I forbid? 
Why do they shut me out of Heaven? 
Did I sing too loud? 

[See other settings of the text <d/dickinsor)i/heaven.html>.] 
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4. The world feels dusty 

The world feels dusty, 
when we stop to die... 
We want the dew then 
Honors taste dry... 
Flags vex a dying face 
But the least fan 
stirred by a friend's hand 
Cools like the rain 
Mine be the ministry when thy thirst comes. . . 
Dews of thyself to fetch and holy balms. 

5. Heart, we will forget him 

Heart, we will forget him 
You and I, tonight. 
You may forget the warmth he gave, 
I will forget the light. 

When you have done, pray tell me. 
That I my thoughts may dim; 
Haste! lest while you're lagging, 
I may remember him! 

[See other settings of the text <d/dickir:ison/heart2.html>.1 
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6. Dear March, come in! 

Dear March, come in! 
How glad I am! 
I looked for you before. 
Put down your hat -
You must have walked -
How out o f breath you are! 
Dear March, how are you? 
And the rest? 
Did you leave Nature well? 
Oh, March, come right upstairs with mie, 
I have so much to tell! 

I got your letter, and the bird's; 
The maples never knew 
That you were coming, -1 declare, 
How red their faces grew! 
But, March, forgive me -
And all those hills 
You left for me to hue. 
There was no purple suitable, 
You took it all with you. 

Who knocks? that April? 
Lock the door! 
I will not be pursued! 
He stayed away a year, to call 
When I am occupied. 
But trifles look so trivial 
As soon as you have come, 
[And]* blame is just as dear as praise 
And praise as mere as blame. 

* Dickinson: "That" 
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7. Sleep is supposed to be 

Sleep is supposed to be. 
By souls of sanity, 
The shutting of the eye. 

Sleep is the station grand 
Down which on either hand 
The hosts of witness stand! 

Mom is supposed to be. 
By people of degree. 
The breaking of the day. 

Morning has not occurred! 
That shall aurora be 
East of Eternity; 

One with the banner gay. 
One in the red array, -
That is the break of day. 

8. When they come back 

When they come back if blossoms do, 
I always feel a doubt if blossoms can b e bom again 
When once the art is out. 
When they begin if robins do 
I always had a fear I did not tell 
it was their last Experiment last year. 
When it is May, if May return. 
Has nobody a pang that on a face so beautiful 
we might not look again? 
If I am there, one does not know... 
what party one may be tomorrow. 
But if I am there, I take back all I say! 
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9.1 felt a funeral in my brain 

I felt a funeral in my brain. 
And mourners to and fro. 
Kept treading, treading, till it seemed 
That sense was breaking through. 

And when they all were seated 
A service like a drum 
Kept beating, beating, till I thought 
My mind was going numb. 

And then I heard them lift a box. 
And creak across my soul 
With those same boots of lead, again. 
Then space began to toll 

As all the heavens were a bell, 
And Being but an ear. 
And I and silence some strange race. 
Wrecked, solitary, here. 

[See other settings of the text <d/dickin.son/funeral.html>.] 

10. I've heard an organ talk sometimies 

I've heard an organ talk sometimes 
In a cathedral aisle 
And understood no word it said 
Yet held my breath the while... 
And risen up and gone away, 
A more Bemardine girl 
And know not what was done to me 
In that old hallowed aisle. 
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11. Going to Heaven! 

Going to Heaven! 
I don't know when. 
Pray do not ask me how, -
Indeed I'm too astonished 
To think of answering you! 
Going to Heaven! -
How dim it sounds! 
And yet it will be done 
As sure as flocks go home at night 
Unto the shepherd's arm! 

Perhaps you're going too! 
Who knows? 
If you should get there first 
Save just a little place for me 
Close to the two I lost! 
The smallest "robe" will fit me. 
And just a bit of "crown"; 
For you know we do not mind our dress 
When we are going home. 

[Going to Heaven!]* 
I'm glad I don't believe it 
For it would stop my breath. 
And I'd like to look a little more 
At such a curious earth! 
I am glad they did believe it 
Whom I have never found 
Since the mighty autumn afternoon 
I left them in the ground. 

* added by Copland. 
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12. The chariot 

Because I [could]* not stop for Death, 
He kindly stopped for me; 
The carriage held but just ourselves 
and Immortality. 

We slowly drove, he knew no haste, 
And I had put away 
My labour, and my leisure too 
For his civility. 

We passed the school where children played, 
[ At wrestling in a ring]+ 
We passed the fields of gazing grain. 
We passed the setting sun. 

We paused before a house that seemed 
a swelling of the ground; 
The roof was scarcely visible. 
The comice but a mound. 

Since then 'tis centuries; but each 
Feels shorter than the day 
I first surmised the horses' heads 
Were toward eternity. 

* Copland, Kagen: "would" 
+ Copland: "Their lessons scarcely done" 
[See other settings of the text <d/dickinson/chariot.html>.] 
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APPENDIX B 

TABLE OF METER CHANGES IN 

TWELVE POEMS OF 

EMILY DICKINSON 
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Table of Meter Changes in Twelve Songs of Emily Dickinson 

1. "Nature, the gentlest mother" 

4/4 3/4 4/4 3/4 4/4 2/4 4/4 2/4 4 / 4 2/4 4/4 2/4 C 3/4 4/4 5/4 3/2 

2. "There came a wind like a bugle" 

2/4 3/4 2/4 3/8 6/8 2/4 

3. "Why d o they shut me out of Heaven?" 

C 3/4 C 2/4 C 3/4 C 5/4 C 2/4 C 2/4 C 3/4 

4. "The world feels dusty" 

3/4 4/4 3/4 

5. "Heart we will forget him" 

C 

6. "Dear March, come in!" 

6/8 9/8 6/8 9/8 6/8 9/8 6/8 9/8 6 /8 9/8 6/8 

7. "Sleep is supposed to be" 

C 2/4 C 3/2 C 2/4 C 5/4 3/4 C 

8. "When they come back" 

2/4 3/4 2/4 3/4 2/4 3/4 2/4 3/4 2 / 4 3/8 2/4 

9. "I felt a funeral in my brain" 

2/4 

10. "I've heard an organ talk sometimes" 

3/4 C 3/4 

11. "Going to Heaven!" 

6/8 9/8 6/8 9/8 

12. "The Chariot" 

C 3/4 C 2/4 3/4 C 2/4 C 3/4 C 5/4 C 2/4 C 2/4 C 2/4 3/4 4/4 2/4 C 5/4 C 3/4 C 2/4 
3/4 C 
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