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Chaos and oblivion: Leo Ornstein,  
a survivor from himself.
It is not unusual that an artist, 
feeling himself stranger to the world 
to which he belongs chronologically 
and physically, decides to retire into 
private life, as Rossini’s biography 
attests: but the case of Leo Ornstein 
is completely different. He was 
a Russian Jew, born in 1893 in 
Kremenchuk, in today’s Ukraine 
(then the Russian Empire): he took 
regular courses at Saint Petersburg 
Conservatory, and then emigrated 
with his family to New York in 
1906. Only twelve years later, 
he was already a highly praised, 
almost worshipped concert pianist, 
an iconic composer, an emblem 
of musical “futurism” (a word 
that generically indicated every 
progressive trend in music), and 
Frederick H. Martens wrote his 
biography, in which Ornstein was 
described as the most effective 
symbol of an iconoclastic art 
that made a clean sweep of tonal 
orthodoxy. His concert programs 
were, actually, a well-planned 
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Violin Sonata No.1 Op.26
1. Moderato 5’54
2. Andante 3’48
3. Scherzo - Trio - Tempo I 3’39
4.  Finale: Moderato - Andante -  

Tempo I - Andante 5’30
 
Violin Sonata No.2 Op.31
5. Moderato 5’36
6. Andante espressivo 3’54
7. Vivace ma non troppo 2’37
8. Grave 4’44
 

9.  Hebraic Fantasy –  
for violin and piano 5’24

Violin Sonata Op. Posth.
10. Andante 12’22
 
Three pieces for flute and piano
11. Prelude 8’14
12. Intermezzo 5’16
13. A Poem 4’32
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blend of new music coming from Europe (Ravel, Debussy, but also Schönberg and 
Stravinsky), American classics (Edward Mac Dowell’s Second piano Concerto, a 1890 
late-romantic score in Grieg style) and his own compositions: but, also in this case, 
with huge differences between, for example, the Six Lyric Fancies Op.10 (1911) – a 
fundamentally tonal score, traditional in the treatment of musical forms – and the 
astonishing Danse sauvage S.54 (1913-14), an unprecedented stack of clusters that, 
paradoxically, evoke an harmonic scheme by rejecting it from the very beginning. 
Ornstein the “futurist” was a champion of New York’s ebullient artistic life between 
1910 and 1920; he was familiar with Waldo Frank and Paul Rosenfeld and toured 
frantically on the East Coast. At the beginning of 1915, after dropping the idea of 
a European tour – because of the war – he gave four concerts, entirely devoted to 
modern music, which had a big resonance: musicologists see them as the date of 
birth of musical modernism in the United States. Martin H. Hanson, one of the most 
prestigious New York agents, admitted Ornstein into his roster, and “sold” him as 
a big Russian virtuoso, just when the young Leo wanted to establish his musical 
and personal roots in America, the land that had adopted him. Yet, in those years, 
Ornstein said: “I am not a virtuoso. I am a maker of music; these moderns are my 
comrades in the new adventure. Let me help my new friends by helping the public 
to know them.” In the following years (1919-1920), Ornstein were the peak of his 
celebrity: he earned a lot of money, bigger and bigger concert halls were always 
sold out, and music critics praised his maturity as an interpreter. He was so well 
known that he became one of the four pianists chosen as testimonials of the – then 
– famous Ampico reproducing piano: the other “big four” were no less than Sergei 
Rachmaninov, Josef Hofmann and Leopold Godowsky!

Meanwhile, in 1918, he got married to Pauline Mallet-Prevost, the daughter of an 
esteemed New York attorney, herself an amateur pianist: it is undeniable that she played 
a major role in the subsequent dramatic change in Ornstein’s lifestyle. In fact, he quitted 
concert life from the beginning of the Twenties (the last appearance however was in 
1930 or 1933, depending on sources), started a career as a teacher at Philadelphia 

Musical Academy and, finally, founded with Pauline his own school in the same city, the 
Ornstein School of Music. The old enfant terrible of American music thus disappeared: 
his music was forgotten – both the traditional scores and the more audacious ones – 
and his name neglected also by music specialists; a slow, uneven revival began only in 
the 70’s with some recordings and, thanks to the incessant devotion of his son Severo, 
continued until – and beyond – the last years of the incredibly long life of Leo, who 
passed away in February 2002, when he was 108 years old.

Ornstein’s output cannot be divided into compositional phases or styles: and the 
two first Violin Sonatas (Op.26 and Op.31) prove that clearly. They were written in 
the same months – the first one between 1914 and 1915, the second one in summer 
1915 – but, from every point of view, they have nothing in common. The Sonata  
Op.26 S.622 (according to the classification by Severo Ornstein, who collected and 
published his father’s compositions and founded the Poon Hill Press publishing 
house) is a long 4-movement score (Andante - Moderato - Scherzo - Finale), in a late-
romantic style: the modernistic element, which is clearly audible in the descending 
piano clusters of the second movement, is here almost softened by the ample, lyrical 
violin phrases: here you wouldn’t see Ornstein as a predecessor of Antheil, but as 
a composer who looks back to Grieg and Franck. Even musical form is carefully 
respected: the Scherzo has its regular Trio that, in a cyclical way, is connected to the 
previous Moderato, in a melancholy atmosphere underlined by the violin double stops 
in octaves. And also the Finale is thematically linked to the melodic idea which opens 
the first movement and which is the source of many of the thematic fragments of this 
Sonata: actually, that is the flaw in much of Ornstein’s music, the inability (or refusal) 
to sustain long structures, which makes his Piano Concerto (1925) not successful (far 
better is his Piano Quintet, written in 1927 and considered by Ornstein himself his 
chef d’oeuvre). While the ending of Op.26 is characterized by musical “economy” 
and discretion, with Op.31 we are in another world: there was a lot of anxiety in 
1915 about this Sonata, the “Musical Observer” made a list of the cities in which 
performances were planned, while the “Musical Courier” described it in advance as 



Leo Ornstein, like his music, was extremely variable, sometimes transparently simple, 
sometimes driven by demons. Although he worked hard and was a perfectionist as 
both performer and composer, he was at the mercy of inspiration which either flooded 
him or evaded him. He wrote because he was hounded by music that would circle in 
his head until he could rid himself of it by writing it down.

With very few exceptions he exhibited little interest in a piece once it was finished; 
he was too preoccupied with whatever new thing was brewing in his head, often 
more than one piece at a time. When I began to show interest in his music, he 
commenced playing for me pieces he had just completed. Whether he was proud of 
what he created was never clear. At times it seemed he felt he was merely the scribe 
writing down music that came from somewhere outside himself. At such times the 
music could as well have been written by someone else; it didn’t matter that it was 
he who had created it, it was simply a thing of beauty in and of itself. But at other 
times he was clearly thrilled to have been the creator and would say proudly “Just 
listen to this!” One day as he was practicing Ravel’s Jeux d’eau, he looked up and 
said “I wish I’d written that.” But he could be scathing in his dismissal of music he 
considered uninspired. Listening to some Beethoven one day he said “You can hear 
the machinery creaking.”

In his early life as a public figure he promoted both his music and his image, but 
by the time I knew him, his public career had ended and he had retreated happily 
into increasing obscurity. Although he clearly believed that his music was good and 
important, he was too proud to do anything to promote it. He claimed that if the 
music was worthwhile, it would eventually be discovered and recognized. He felt the 
music needed to stand or fall on its merit, not on anything he might do to promote 
it. “My job is to put the spots in the right place; it’s up to others to make of it what 
they will.”
© Severo Ornstein

a “greatly vital composition, rich in new colors and devices, gripping in its message”. 
It ended up being much more than this: Ornstein himself admitted he brought music 
“just to the very edge.... I just simply drew back and said, ‘beyond that lies complete 
chaos’”. By the third beat of the first measure all twelve pitches of the chromatic 
scale are played by the piano; the violin begins with two tritons (A - E flat; F - B); 
meter changes are incessant, rhythmic discrepancies between the two instruments are 
surprising, clusters ubiquitous, and it’s impossible to talk about thematic material but, 
if ever, short recurring cells. The four movements of this Sonata – as Michael Broyles 
and Denise Von Glahn, authors of the most authoritative biography of Ornstein, 
point out – are imbued with the same “expressionistic Angst that characterized 
Schönberg’s works of this period”.

The dating of the Violin Sonata No.3 is unsure: it’s a shorter composition (about 10 
minutes), characterized by a harsh, almost alienated lyricism, and by many references 
to the Jewish culture, that become more and more evident in the Hebraic Fantasy, 
written in 1929 for the celebration of Alfred Einstein’s 50th birthday and obviously 
dedicated to the great scientist. The Fantasy was performed during the birthday party, 
with Ornstein playing the piano and Einstein as page-turner: it is a short, bipartite 
composition, which begins with a long, lyrical introduction (Andante) and ends 
with an Allegro that is strictly connected to the Jewish heritage which, even though 
Ornstein tried to forget or repudiate it, becoming a convinced atheist, adopting the 
new American culture and severing bridges with his past, was always re-emerging.

The Three pieces for flute and piano, put together by Severo, collect most of 
Ornstein’s scarce output for flute: they are a Prelude (S.603, written in the 50’s), an 
Intermezzo (S.604, 1959) and A Poem, (S.605, February 1979), a late outcome of a 
composer living in a sort of atemporal dimension: their simple, serene atmosphere 
and melodic pleasantness coexist with a radically simple form, a late example of 
Parnassianism which recalls Debussy’s Six Épigraphes Antiques.
© Nicola Cattò

The author would like to thank Stephen Hastings for reviewing the text.
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