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Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge:
She Shaped a Glorious History for Musical Patronage

Abstract

Gunther Schuller (1925-) once said “The work of the arts patron, the
music patron, is often not sufficiently recognized, let alone celebrated. It is
work that is done mostly behind the scene, so to speak. If the work is a
success, it is the composer who receives all the accolades. Rarely is
sufficient recognition given to the person or commissioning body that
initially generated the work. . ..”

The purpose of this paper is to study the growing background and major
contributions of a music patron, Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge (1864-1953).
Mrs. Coolidge was born in Chicago and studied music from early age.
Between 1915 and 1916, She lost her father, hushand, and mother.
This allowed her to inherit a great fortune. Having suddenly acquired
wealth, she quickly went about establishing her own style of giving
and became a patron of music. In 1925, she created the Elizabeth
Sprague Coolidge Foundation in the Library of Congress, which was
intended to enable the Music Division of the library to conduct music
festivals, to offer and award a prize or prizes for any original compostition or
compositions performed in public for the first time. Among the works that
have resulted from commissions by the foundation are Copland's
Appalachian Spring and Swavinsky’s Apolion musagete. During her life,
Mrs. Coolidge corresponded with nearly every major composer of her
time, and commisioned over two hundered works. She is one of the
greatest music patrons of all time.
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