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Aaron Copland, 1900-1990 
The Red Pony  

John Steinbeck supplied both the background novel and the screenplay for this 1949 film. The 

film’s plot covers the evolving relationship between a boy and farmhand through life and 

death, sacrifice (or at least the intent), and reconciliation. The film lacks a degree of tautness, 

and Copland’s scored, composed in 1948, has become the primary reason the film is 

remembered today. The soundtrack was released as an LP at the time of the film’s release, but 

Copland created an orchestral suite that he then recorded at the head of London’s New 

Philharmonia Orchestra. 

* * * 

In the nineteenth century, many composers created suites of music to go with stage plays that 

otherwise would have been presented as we do them today—without music. Among famous 

examples of such scores are Beethoven’s Egmont Overture, Mendelssohn’s music for A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Bizet’s music for L’Arlésienne. Replacing this practice in the 

twentieth century has been the composition of scores for films and television. 

* * * 

Music Director Barbara Schubert recommends the following video for an introduction to 

Copland, from the Keeping Score series: 

https://michaeltilsonthomas.com/keeping-score/copland-and-the-american-sound/  

 

Leonard Bernstein, 1918-1990 

On the Waterfront: Suite 

The 1950s saw Bernstein coalescing his early achievements into a career. He served as a 

visiting music professor from 1951 to 1956 at Brandeis University. He led the premiere of his 

opera Trouble in Tahiti, and became the first American to conduct at Milan’s La Scala theater. 

https://michaeltilsonthomas.com/keeping-score/copland-and-the-american-sound/


He wrote the music for "Wonderful Town," which won a 1953 Tony for best musical. He began 

the televised concerts to help educate an audience for classical music; and in 1957, he was 

named the music director of the New York Philharmonic. 

* * * 

On the Waterfront was a star-packed crime film, directed by Elia Kazan, appearing in 1954. For 

this, Bernstein composed his only film score he ever wrote that was not derived from a stage 

work, and he gained an Academy Award nomination for his score. The scriptwriter, Budd 

Schulberg, later created a stage play from the screenwork, but the great success attached to 

the film eluded this adaptation. 

 

Elmer Bernstein, 1922-2004 

To Kill a Mockingbird 

Although Bernstein seemed to be headed for a career as concert pianist, fate (in the form of 

Aaron Copland) intervened with a recommendation that he study composition. During the 

war, he was also introduced to sound recording and prepared for a mass audience as he 

served on the team producing radio shows for the Army Air Force. He went to Hollywood after 

his time in the service, but his career seemed to be ending when he was swept up in the Red 

Scare of the 1950s. Fortunately, he was presented to the great director Cecil B. De Mille, then 

shooting The Ten Commandments. Bernstein was hired to supply some “ancient-sounding 

music” but eventually assumed responsibility for all of the music in the film. 

* * * 

The breadth of Bernstein’s skills can be witnessed in the soundtracks for this list of the more 

famous films he scored: The Ten Commandments, The Man With the Golden Arm, The 

Magnificent Seven, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Great Escape, Animal House, Airplane!, The 

Blues Brothers, Stripes, Ghostbusters, Trading Places, and The Age of Innocence. 

* * * 

To Kill a Mockingbird, released in 1962, was based on the eponymous novel by Harper Lee that 

has become a standard in secondary school literature classes. Bernstein noted once that he 

found the key to preparing his score when he realized that while the story is about very adult 

themes, the events and their meanings come to the viewer through a child’s mind. Thus he 

needed music that suggested both the depth of the issues but an innocence as well. His 

success at this task may be measured in that he received three award nominations for his work 

on this film.   

* * * 



A visit to https://elmerbernstein.com/ will supply access to a wealth of information about the 

composer and his music. 

 

Elmer Bernstein, 1922-2004 

The Magnificent Seven Symphonic Suite 

Bernstein, as is true of so many “commercial” composers of the last hundred years, began his 

musical life as a concert pianist, giving his first performance at age of 15 in Manhattan's 

Steinway Hall. He also studied composition with Roger Sessions and others. After the war, he 

wound up in Hollywood and had a budding career doing scores for B movies, but his big break 

was being hired for the 1956 epic, The Ten Commandments. From there his career blossomed, 

leading to more than 150 original movie scores, roughly 80 television scores, and even some 

music for Broadway. 

* * * 

For the score for the 1960 film The Magnificent Seven, Bernstein needed a thematic idea that 

suggested the rugged sweep of America’s western frontier during its “wild west” phase. One 

influence was again Copland who was a master at painting a time or a landscape in sound. 

Bernstein received three award nominations for his work on this film. One internet reviewer 

has written, “The biggest shot in the arm of all is the monumental score by Elmer Bernstein. 

The instantly recognizable title music is just one of the many great pieces he created for the 

film. The sometimes laconic story is carried a long way by his score.” 

* * * 

There was a film released in 2016 of the same title and a similar plot line, but it did not enjoy 

the success of the 1960 version. 

* * * 

A visit to https://elmerbernstein.com/  will supply access to a wealth of information about the 

composer and his music. 
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