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Leo Ornstein: The Forgotten Modernist. A Study on ‘Abstract Music’ and Ornstein’s Modernistic 

approach to Harmony.


Prose Element for The Waterlily Romance - A Piano Work Inspired by Leo Ornstein


Ornstein’s Technical Approach


When observing the writing techniques of early avant-garde  composer, Leo Ornstein, one of the 1

immediate realisations is his use of complex rhythms, harmonies and time signatures. Ornstein’s 

early compositions (Danse Sauvage, Suicide in an Airplane, 1913 ) are profoundly dissonant and 2

rhythmically intense, which was new-found to listeners and critics of the time, who many of which 

were accustomed to more conservative 19th century western harmony . Philosophically, Ornstein 3

approaches his music as a form of abstract art, stating in a Vivian Perlis interview;


“Of all the arts, music is really the most abstract. It never has any—shall we say any formal 

anything before it that can deal with—you see, the painter obviously has some object that 

he looks at. A writer has all the aspects of life before him.”


Ornstein’s work seems to avoid categorisation of any particular style before and during the 20th 

Century, due to his original use of tone clusters. Vivian Perlis compares his work to that of his 

contemporary 20th Century composers in ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, stating “If 

comparisons are to be made, Ornstein is perhaps closer to Stravinsky in his emphasis on colour 

and rhythm”, as opposed to being more “Schoenbergian”. 
4

Impression of the Thames, op.13, no.1, c.1920 and Three Moods, c.1950-72, demonstrate how 

Ornstein’s music was driven by abstraction and a sense of emotional impression, considering his 

“programmatic and expressive”  style of composition.
5

 Vivian Perlis, ‘Leo Ornstein: The Last of The Original Twentieth Century Mavericks’, 1

NewMusicBox, 1 April 2002, <https://nmbx.newmusicusa.org/leo-ornstein-the-last-of-the-
original-20th-century-mavericks/20/>, last accessed 31 December 2020.

 Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, in Notes 31:4, (Ann Arbor, Mich., etc: Music 2

Library Association, 1975), p.737.

 Gordon Rumson, ‘Leo Ornstein’, in Larry Sitsky (ed.), Music of the Twentieth-Century Avant-3

Garde, A Biocritical Sourcebook (London: Greenwood Press, 2002), p.352.

 Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, p.741.4
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“Ornstein uses no consistent harmonic scheme; rather, the harmonic texture is dictated by 

the colouring. Ornstein has said, for example, that when he is in search of soft, gentle colour 

effects he is likely to use a diatonic system. Ornstein’s dissonance is in the use of close 

intervals, particularly minor seconds, and the tone clusters (used by Ornstein five or six 

years before Henry Cowell called them “tone clusters”) are not random slapping at notes, 

but groups carefully worked-out according to overtones. One often finds in Ornstein’s works 

short, percussive phrases repeated at high speed in order to achieve a feeling of motion and 

acceleration.” 
6

Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, p.741


Gordon Rumson draws similarities between Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring and Ornstein’s most 

influential early work, Danse Sauvage (Wild Men’s Dance) in his biocritical entry on Leo Ornstein in 

Music of the Twentieth-Century Avant-Garde. He writes that Danse Sauvage “closely follows on 

the heels of Stravinsky’s work” with regards to the piece’s ferocity and energetic, complex 

rhythms and clashing chords. 
7

However, Ornstein had claimed that he had not even heard The Rite of Spring before his 

composition of Danse Sauvage, stating that he was not inspired by any particular composers and 

that his works were purely shaped by his own harmonic conceptions. 
8

Although his work may be categorised as ‘futurist’ (coined by the Italian futurist movement in 

1909 ) by critics given the “existential significance of his music to the time”, Ornstein did not 9

identify himself as such, and rejected the term. 
10

Ornstein’s Six Water Colours for Piano


These are short, rhythmically complex pieces which typically consist of repetitive left-hand tone 

cluster ostinatos in waltz-like fashions (Water Color I and III), and octave sequences which delve 
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 Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, p.735.9

 Gordon Rumson, ‘Leo Ornstein’, pp.352-353.10
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into the low range of the piano. The right-hand plays more lavish and full chords, such as in Water 

Color IV, with frequent semiquavers that pre-emptively ‘rush into’ chords, adding decorative 

movement to the melodies.


Above the chord clusters, the right-hand frequently plays off-beat rhythms and high-register 

decorative rhythms, which are usually single-note semiquaver passages grouped as thirds or 

septuplets. Water Colors I, III and IV are in the key of Ab major, which is treated as a tonal centre 

or harmonic basis which Ornstein uses when exploring dissonant tones.


My own composition will be primarily informed by these piano works, considering the listed 

elements and building upon them in my own work.


Impressionism in Ornstein’s Music?


Claude Debussy is regarded as one of the most proficient and influential impressionist composers 

of the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, so it is little wonder that some influence from Debussy 

may have transpired into Ornstein’s music.


To substantiate this claim, I would like to draw comparisons between a section of Debussy’s Suite 

Bergamasque and Ornstein’s Piano Sonata No.4.
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Ornstein’s Piano Sonata No. 4: 1. Moderato con moto (1918) contains a motif at b.37 using a low-

register Ab7 chord followed by high-register descending semiquaver octaves in the right hand. 

This segment is similar in style to b.15 of Clair de Lune, the third movement of Suite bergamasque 

(1905). At b.15 In Debussy’s Clair de Lune, the low-register chord consists of an Eb octave, which 

is followed by descending right hand octaves synchronised with left hand mid-register chords.
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The differences in Ornstein’s piano sonata are the key signature, suggesting Eb major/C minor 

compared to Clair de Lune’s Db major/Bb minor, the time signature which is written as 6:4 into 7:4 

and back into 6:4 compared to Clair de Lune’s 9:8, and the contrapuntal rhythms of right-hand 

semiquavers against left-hand triplets, rather than synchronised similar motion.


Additionally, Ornstein’s segment is a much thicker sound due to the descending semiquaver 

chords being played over a low-mid register sustained 6-note chord as opposed to Debussy’s use 

of a low Eb octave.


I propose that this segment in Ornstein’s music may possibly take form as an obituary to 

Debussy’s music, given that the composer passed away the same year as Ornstein’s Piano 

Sonata No. 4 was written.
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The Waterlily Romance - How I am Approaching My Composition


Composing at a piano, I am imitating Ornstein’s writing style which is then shaped with my own 

stylistic elements, drawing similarities to Ornstein’s ‘colouring effects’, tone clusters and high-

speed phrases and techniques. 
11

To keep my work relevant, I am referencing my notation against Ornstein’s Six Water Colours for 

Piano - the primary source of inspiration for The Waterlily Romance.


I have taken other Influence from Ornstein’s composition method of notating ‘written 

improvisations’ from his “less dramatic, and more abstract”  Three Preludes, op.20 (1914), 12

combined with his ‘abstract music’ ideology. 
13

Vivian Perlis’ analysis on Ornstein’s use of harmony and colouring  is applicable his Six Water 14

colours for Piano (c.1921), so I will acknowledge this to assist my composition methods.


Using the piano sustain pedal throughout The Waterlily Romance is key to evoking the intended 

atmosphere. When playing in this luscious, ‘impressionistic’ style, an experienced pianist will be 

very liberal with the use of the sustain. By writing ‘pedal throughout’ at the start of the score, this 

should be clearly understood for pianists.


To avoid paraphrasing and emulating Ornstein’s work, I am including my own ‘flurries’ of 

decorative phrases using pentatonic scales, and written-down parts of my own improvisations, 

staying conscious of what makes music ‘abstract’.


I am following my ear for much of this improvisation, as I have experience in improvising piano in 

impressionistic style (Debussy, Satie etc.), so adjusting this to sound more like Ornstein’s piano 

works is what I have aimed to accomplish. This is made easier when learning segments of 

Ornstein’s Water Colors and improvising upon 4-bar phrases of the pieces, then noting-down my 

own interpretations. To make my composition more structured, it is written in ternary form as the 

Six Water Colors are rather short in duration, so my own piece is written using an ‘extended form’.


 Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, p.741.11

 Gordon Rumson, ‘Leo Ornstein’, p.352.12

 Vivian Perlis, ‘Leo Ornstein: The Last of The Original Twentieth Century Mavericks’.13

 Vivian Perlis, ‘The Futurist Music of Leo Ornstein’, p.741.14
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Some of my own ideas are introduced to The Waterlily Romance which build upon Ornstein’s 

techniques. These include the aforementioned decorative ‘flurries’ - higher-register groupings of 

demisemiquavers and sequences. These are used more frequently than the short notes seen in 

the Six Water Colors, and are used to put a little distance between sounding ‘too much’ like 

Ornstein’s original works. Instead, they’re being used to achieve more originality, treating 

Ornstein’s music as more of an inspirational basis for my piece.


A very wide range on the piano is also utilised, aiming to extend the range more than the ranges 

seen in the Water Colors. There are abundant octave markings in my notation to make this more 

legible, with some parts written in three staves where there is a very wide range being played.
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