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Analysis and Thoughts on Early Tone-Cluster
Works of Henry Cowell

OHTAKE Noriko

Abstracts: American avant-garde music cannot be discussed without mentioning Henry
Cowell (1897-1965) , who not only introduced the most revolutionary musical concepts but
also realized them on such new piano performance methods as tone-cluster and the inside-the-
piano technique called "string piano." His earliest tone-cluster piece was "Adventures in
Harmony" written in 1913, and since then Cowell produced numerous piano compositions
utilizing this technique. These works caused sensation in both the US and Europe and
influenced the thoughts and the compositional practices of contemporary composers such as
Bartok and Ligeti. This study will discuss the early tone-cluster works written by Cowell
before 1923 (the year of first string piano work) and will analyze in detail the six
representative works including "Dynamic Motion" and "The Tides of Manaunaun." And in
discussing the works, the study will explore the factors in Cowell's own life, which might have
led to this innovation, and the significance of the technique in terms of the development of
music in the twentieth century. The tone-cluster technique was more than a symbol of "ultra-
modern" music-it liberated artists of all genres from traditional and conventional minds.
Unbound by rules, Cowell was able to express the aspect of true pioneering spirits.

Key Words : Henry Cowell, tone-cluster, piano works, American avant-garde, 20th century
music
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