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Multicultural Upbringing and Childhood Expression
--Early Life of the Composer H. Cowell

Noriko OHTAKE

Abstract : Henry Cowell (1897-1965) undoubtedly was one of the most influential figures in the history of
American avant-garde music. His most famous contribution was the invention of two experimental piano
techniques called string piano and tone-clusters. He succeeded in introducing contemporary American
music to international scene through his writings and publication of scores. He challenged to integrate
the elements of world music with avant-garde concepts in his compositions. He was a pioneer in modern
enlightenment, especially as a teacher of John Cage. And astonishingly, in all of the above aspects, one is
able to find his associations with many other cultures and musics. This study will discuss Cowell's early
years and the correlation between his upbringing and his originality. Cowell grew up in an especially
unusual environment, and from the early years, he had friendly relationships with Asian people residing
in the US. His uniqueness possibly was nourished through his multi-cultural and this rare background.
He also became one of the study cases for the famous psychologist Lewis M. Terman. In the end, the
study will observe how he inevitably became a “world-citizen of music.”

Key Words : Henry Cowell, 20th century music, American avant-garde, multi-culture, childhood art
expression
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Henry Cowell: Early Years
1897 Born in Menlo Park, California, on March 11
Father-Harry-Irish poet, Mother-Clarissa-Iowa writer
1900 Spoke 272 words at the age of 2
Moved to San Francisco
1903 Violin lessons with Henry Holmes at the age of 5
Moved to San Francisco’'s Asian district
Parents divorced
Came down with chorea
1905 Returned to Menlo Park
Attended Los Mitas Elementary School for a few weeks
1906 Finished violin lessons. Showed perfect pitch
(Great San Francisco Earthquake on April 18)
Moved to several locations throughout the country
Went to an elementary school in Des Moines, Iowa, for 4 months, third grade
1908 Arrived at New York
Finished reading 150 books
1909 Left New York
1910 Returned to Menlo Park
Because of mother’s sickness, he worked to support the household
Attended Toyon Club
Became a study case of Lewis M. Terman (Stanford University)
Met the Varian family of Halcyon
1911 Finished reading 300 books
1912 Bought the first piano
Piano lessons with Edith Partridge
Performed at Pacific Musical Society
Met Samuel Seward (Stanford University)
1913 Composed “Adventures in Harmony” the first tone cluster piece for piano
Composed for Takeshi Kanno’s vision drama “Creation Dawn”
1914 Piano lessons with Elizabeth Bates
Debut recital at San Francisco Musical Club on March 5
Piano lessons with Carrie Carrington
Started composition lessons with Charles Seeger (UC Berkley)
1916 Mother Clarissa died
Studied English literature with Samuel Seward (Stanford University)
Began writing “New Musical Resources” (published in 1930)
Belonged to The Temple of the People at Halcyon, a theosophical organization
Entered the Institute of Musical Art (Juilliard) but dropped out in 2 months
1917 Returned to Menlo Park




