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The Sound of Mavericks at Copland House 

 
At Copland House, Michael Boriskin at the piano,  

Nicholas Kitchen on violin and Wilhelmina Smith on cello at a rehearsal.   
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The sun was setting outside Aaron Copland’s home in Cortlandt Manor as November winds began to blow. But 

inside, amid the cozy music room, the rehearsal was heating up as the pianist Michael Boriskin and the 

ensemble Music From Copland House rendered a rousing version of Charles Ives’s epic Trio for Violin, Cello 

and Piano. 

Ives’s trio, completed in 1911, is a wild ride whose innovative use of the vernacular — songs like “My Old 

Kentucky Home” and “Rock of Ages” are abstracted and woven into its fabric — places it among the works 

that might, in another time, have earned Ives the status later conferred widely on Copland as the man who 

defined an American identity for the concert stage by incorporating popular American idioms in works like 

“Billy the Kid,” “Rodeo” and “Appalachian Spring” in the 1930s and ’40s. 

People look to Copland as defining that identity, said Mr. Boriskin, the executive and artistic director of 

Copland House, during a break in the rehearsal. “But how could he define it when Ives wrote all of those 

American-sounding pieces 20 years earlier? The answer is that Ives was writing in obscurity.” 

Teasing out such quirks of history is one aspect of what 

Copland House is about. Dedicated to the creation and 

presentation of American music, the organization focuses on 

illuminating essential truths about the music. In the process, its 

programming reveals a web of influences and interests that 

have shaped it. 

 Copland became an early champion of Ives’s work, presenting 

some of his songs as early as the 1920s and, Mr. Boriskin said, 

regarding him as a fellow traveler in the effort to challenge the 

European musical establishment and establish a recognizably 

American sound. 

Mr. Boriskin, the artistic and executive director of Copland House, in rehearsal.  
Fred R. Conrad for The New York Times 



In that spirit, the Ives trio, which Mr. Boriskin and his colleagues — Nicholas Kitchen on violin and 

Wilhelmina Smith on cello — were rehearsing for what proved a well-received concert on Nov. 15, will lead 

logically to Copland House’s next program, on Dec. 6, titled “American Mavericks.” 

“A piece like this could fit beautifully on that 

program,” the violinist Tim Fain said, referring to 

the Ives trio. Mr. Fain will be featured at the Dec. 6 

concert at the Merestead estate in Mount Kisco, 

which Copland House uses as its main performance 

space. 

That program will open with piano pieces by an Ives 

contemporary, Henry Cowell, prominent among 

them “Aeolian Harp.” Written in 1923, the piece 

helped extend piano technique in its call for the 

pianist to reach inside the instrument and strum the 

strings. And it did so to great effect, Mr. Boriskin 

said. 

Mr. Kitchen and Ms. Smith.  
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“It is a completely exquisite, delicate work,” he said. 

Cowell, a California-bred Berkeley graduate, and Ives, a Yalie from Connecticut, whose trio was inspired by his 

college days, did not always see eye to eye, especially after Cowell pleaded guilty to engaging in a sexual act 

with a young man. (He spent more than three years in San Quentin.) 

But musically, Mr. Boriskin said: “Ives and Cowell are part of the same American experimentalist tradition. 

These guys were real iconoclasts.” 

Similarly iconoclastic is a onetime Cowell student, Lou Harrison, whose “Grand Duo” will follow the Cowell 

pieces on the program. Like Copland, Harrison promoted Ives’s work, conducting the premiere of his Third 

Symphony, which won the Pulitzer Prize in 1947. He was also influenced by it: His own program notes liken 

the fourth movement of “Grand Duo,” a five-movement work written for the 1988 Cabrillo Music Festival, to 

an “Ivesian hymn-tune-like section.” 

“It is as voracious as anything,” Mr. Boriskin said of the work, which he and Mr. Fain plan to record in the 

spring. 

Closing the concert will be Mark O’Connor’s “Poets and Prophets.” A four-movement trio on which the cellist 

James Wilson will join Mr. Boriskin and Mr. Fain, the piece moves toward an ending that makes it a natural for 

pairing with “Grand Duo,” Mr. Fain said. 

“Their last movements share a quality of exuberance and intensity that appears restrained only by a force of 

nature,” he said. “Any moment they might explode.” 

Born in 1961, seven years after Ives died, Mr. O’Connor is the only composer on the bill who did not know 

Ives, and the only one who is living. But his work owes much to Ives’s and, for that matter, Copland’s. “Poets 

and Prophets” draws on the American vernacular, specifically the tones and textures of country music. 

The rationale for including the piece revolved partly around its inspiration, Johnny Cash. “He was in a lot of 

ways personally and artistically the great rebel,” Mr. Boriskin said, “and if you’re talking about mavericks, I 

think you have to put him up in the forefront of it.” 



The rationale extended to Mr. O’Connor himself. Having begun as a teenage fiddler at the Grand Ole Opry, he 

has branched out to create a singular body of country-inflected concert works that Mr. Fain said allowed him to 

draw on his experience as both a mature performer of complex musical literature and a young aspirant 

improvising aboard a raft on the Colorado River. 

That kind of expansive sensibility, which in Ives’s or even Copland’s day would have been considered radical, 

has moved toward the mainstream, Mr. Fain said, propelled in no small measure by Leonard Bernstein, another 

rebel whose work has been central to Copland House’s programming. 

Bernstein and Copland appear together in a photo on a wall in Copland’s home, where, as night fell and rain 

pelted the picture windows, the November rehearsal moved from the Ives trio to one by a 19-year-old Bernstein. 

A stylistic mélange, the piece includes elements that would come to define his voice, among them sinuous, 

bluesy lines that suggest a jazz improvisation. 

Even Bernstein, two generations removed from Ives, took critical hits for his explorations in the vernacular. But 

he persevered, not only in his own writing but in his advocacy of American mavericks, conducting the New 

York Philharmonic in the premiere of Ives’s landmark Second Symphony on the radio in 1951. 

“That’s the performance where people across the country heard of this unknown composer for the first time,” 

Mr. Boriskin said. 

 


