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ABSTRACT 

 John La Montaine (b. 1920) has devoted his life to music composition.  

His major works total 62 opus numbers, including operas, concertos, songs, 

chamber music, and orchestral works as well as eleven compositions for solo 

piano.  Among his composition teachers were Nadia Boulanger and Howard 

Hanson, and his first piano concerto was awarded the 1959 Pulitzer Prize for 

Music.  He was active also as a concert soloist and collaborative pianist, 

appearing on prestigious concert series and with first-rank orchestras.  Despite his 

obvious success, La Montaine did not seek publicity.  As a result, the majority of 

his music is not widely known. 

La Montaine’s eleven compositions for solo piano are written in a wide 

variety of styles, from tonal to serial, with many based on a tonal center, and they 

range in difficulty from the easiest beginner pieces to challenging concert works.  

His elementary works include a set of easy canons and many small pieces written 

for an early piano method.  An imaginative set of children’s pieces and a small 

virtuoso étude challenge the intermediate pianist.  A diverse range of works for 

the advanced pianist includes a serious sonata, a lively toccata, several 

contrapuntal works, lilting dance pieces, and unique smaller pieces. 

The recording included with this research project is the first to present La 

Montaine’s complete works for solo piano.  The composer’s own recordings of 

many of his works are difficult to obtain, and only a few have been recorded 

commercially.  While some of his works remain in publishers’ catalogs, those 

which are out-of-print can be obtained via interlibrary loan.  This recording and 
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discussion of La Montaine’s solo piano pieces are intended to make his work 

better known. 
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CHAPTER ONE: BIOGRAPHY AND COMPOSITIONS FOR SOLO 

PIANO 

 John La Montaine (b. 1920) has devoted his life to music composition.  

His major works total 62 opus numbers, including operas, concertos, songs, piano 

pieces, and orchestral works.  Many of his works were by commission, and such 

well-known artists as sopranos Jessye Norman and Leontyne Price, pianist Jorge 

Bolet, and flutist Doriot Anthony Dwyer have performed them.  The National 

(Washington D.C.) and Pittsburgh Symphonies premiered some of his major 

orchestral works, and his staged works have been performed at Washington 

D.C.’s National Cathedral.  His works for flute and piccolo are part of the 

standard repertoire for those instruments.  Major music publishing houses have 

promoted his work.  Despite his apparent success, the majority of John La 

Montaine’s music is not well known.   

 La Montaine’s compositions for solo piano total eleven, with seven of 

them having opus numbers.  A pianist himself, he has written pieces for pianists 

of all ages and abilities, from his elementary-level Copycats to his challenging 

Piano Sonata, Op. 3.  Some of these works display La Montaine’s love of 

counterpoint.  Others are preliminary sketches for or transcriptions of his 

orchestral works.  Whereas his flute works and vocal music have been the focus 

of academic study, his seldom-performed solo piano works warrant further 

examination. 
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Biography 

John La Montaine was born in Chicago, Illinois, on March 17, 1920.  The 

family soon moved to suburban Oak Park.  With no musicians in his family, his 

earliest childhood memories include visits to a neighbor’s home to play the piano. 

He loved the sounds of the church organ, singing along at home with a silent 

organ he built from toy wood blocks. La Montaine’s first piano was a broken- 

down, half-step flat old upright, given to him by a local piano tuner.
1
 

His family was poor, losing their home during the Depression.  Despite the 

family’s destitute circumstances, he was able to study piano with Margaret Farr 

Wilson and Muriel Parker.  The young man must have made quite rapid progress, 

as he performed Beethoven’s fifth and Brahms’ first piano concertos during his 

high school years.
2
  He also studied theory and composition with Stella Roberts, 

who introduced the young composer to 16
th

-century counterpoint, sowing the 

seeds of a lifelong interest in that compositional style.
3
  La Montaine’s math 

teacher at Oak Park-River Forest High School, Elsie Parker Johnson, was so 

                                                 
1
 Pearl Yeadon McGinnis, The Solo Vocal Music of American Composer 

John La Montaine: Compositions for Voice and Piano (Lewiston, New York: The 

Edwin Mellen Press, 2004), 12-13. 

2
 Frank J. Oteri, “Rediscovering John La Montaine.” American Music 

Center, May 20, 2003.   

http://www.newmusicbox.org/53/interview_lamontaine.pdf [accessed January 3, 

2010], p. 3. 

3
 McGinnis, 14. 
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impressed by his enthusiasm for music that she paid his tuition at the Eastman 

School of Music.
4
 

 At Eastman, La Montaine studied piano with George MacNabe
5
 and Max 

Landow,
6
 and composition with Howard Hanson and Bernard Rogers. His 

freshman orchestral work, Music for a Greek Play, was conducted by Hanson as 

part of a regular series of live radio broadcasts of new music.  Hanson featured 

other orchestral works of La Montaine on the series during the young composer’s 

four years at Eastman.  Although La Montaine now considers many of his student 

works “abandoned,” he did retain his Piano Sonata, Op. 3, performing it at his 

graduation recital.  La Montaine credits his growth as a composer to the 

opportunities afforded at Eastman for frequent performance of student works.
7
  

Leontyne Price gave the first professional performance of a La Montaine work, 

touring with his Songs from the Rose of Sharon throughout the United States.
8
 

 La Montaine entered military service in 1942 after graduating from 

Eastman.  He said that although he served in the Navy through the end of World 

War II, “I never set foot on a ship.” Instead, he worked in the kitchen and library 

while being active in on-base choral activity.  At Oceana, Virginia, La Montaine 

                                                 
4
 John La Montaine, “Biography.” John La Montaine web site.  

http://www.johnlamontaine.com/biography.htm [accessed January 3, 2010]. 

5
 Ann Labounsky,  e-mail message to author, January 4, 2010. 

6
 John La Montaine and Paul Sifler, Teaching Pieces, Fredonia Discs, FD-

4.  Long-playing record. 

7
 McGinnis, 18. 

8
 Oteri, 3. 
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worked in the control tower directing air traffic.  After reassignment to Great 

Lakes Naval Air Station in Illinois, he met fellow composers Ross Rosazza and 

Paul Sifler with whom La Montaine became lifelong friends.
9
   

In 1945, La Montaine’s Navy duties allowed him time to study with 

Rudolph Ganz, pianist, composer, former music director of the St. Louis 

Symphony, and then the director of the Chicago Musical College.  Speaking at a 

1957 panel discussion, Ganz hailed La Montaine, along with local composers 

John Alden Carpenter and Leo Sowerby, for their excellence in creative musical 

work by Chicagoans. In 1955 through 1966, Ganz and his wife Mary, a singer, 

included some of La Montaine’s songs in their tours of the United States.
10

 

 After the end the war, La Montaine left the Navy, moving to New York 

where he studied composition at Juilliard with Bernard Wagenaar. La Montaine’s 

time at Juilliard was brief, due in part to his disappointment over infrequent 

opportunities for performance of student works.
11

   

While living in New York, he had the opportunity to accompany such 

singers as Mary Garden, Jessye Norman, Leontyne Price, Eleanor Steber, Adele 

Addison, Martial Singher, Maggie Tayte, and Kirsten Flagstad.  La Montaine 

admits to “a very weak spot for sopranos.” In the 1950s he toured with Leontyne 

Price at a time when racial prejudice was especially prevalent in the American 

                                                 
9
 McGinnis, 24-25. 

10
 Jeanne Colette Collester, Rudolph Ganz: A Musical Pioneer (Metuchen, 

NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1995), 76, 86. 

11
 McGinnis, 18. 
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South.  La Montaine’s concert with Price in her hometown of Laurel, Mississippi, 

was the first performance there before a mixed audience of blacks and whites.  

The next year La Montaine disappointed Price by declining to tour with her, citing 

his need for time to compose.
12

   

 La Montaine became the keyboard player for Toscanini’s NBC Symphony 

Orchestra in 1950, remaining in this post until the legendary conductor’s 

retirement in 1954.  His seat at the celeste, directly in front of Toscanini, gave La 

Montaine a close-up view of the conductor’s rehearsal style and well-known 

intolerance for mistakes: “In the four years I played with him I made only one 

mistake and it was at a rehearsal.” In lieu of the expected sharply-worded rebuke, 

a missed celeste entrance in the last movement of Debussy’s La Mer elicited only 

a quiet “Guarda, celeste, first note,” as Toscanini stepped down from the podium 

after rehearsal.
13

  About this time, La Montaine also served as assistant conductor 

for Gian Carlo Menotti’s opera company on Broadway.  The composer had hoped 

money saved from these jobs would enable him to compose full-time, but this was 

not yet possible.
14

 

 In addition to his success as a collaborative pianist, La Montaine 

performed a diverse range of solo repertoire.  Besides his own works, he often 

performed the second and third sonatas of Chopin, as well as Ravel’s Gaspard de 

la nuit.  More recently, La Montaine has recorded Book Two of Bach’s Well-

                                                 
12

 McGinnis, 28, 31-32. 

13
 McGinnis, 35. 

14
 Oteri, 2. 
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Tempered Clavier on a Roland digital piano, using a different sound for each 

contrapuntal voice. In 2003, at age 83 and with his Roland keyboard, he recorded 

a compact disc of the complete Chopin Etudes.  Another compact disc, “to honor 

the Roland Concert Grand Piano,”
15

 features eight original works he wrote for 

electronic piano. 

 La Montaine taught private piano students while he lived in New York 

City.  Concert organist Ann Labounsky studied piano with him at his 57
th

-Street 

apartment during 1956-1957 in preparation for an audition at Eastman.  She 

considers La Montaine to have been one of the greatest musical and personal 

influences of her life.  The pedagogical writings of Tobias Matthay were central 

to his teaching.  At her lessons, Labounsky studied Short Preludes and Fugues and 

Inventions of Bach, piano sonatas of Beethoven, and La Montaine’s own Piano 

Sonata, Op. 3.
16

 

In the summer of 1955 La Montaine studied composition with Nadia 

Boulanger at the American Conservatory in Fontainebleau, France.  Boulanger 

read a diary in which La Montaine had noted instances of composers’ breaking 

compositional rules of their own style periods.  After reviewing it carefully 

Boulanger told him, “I do not know of any universally applicable rule.  Take what 

you need!”
17

 Calling his work with Boulanger a “finishing school,” he considered 

                                                 
15

 John La Montaine, Compositions for Electronic Keyboard, performed 

by the composer, Fredonia Discs FDCD-31, 2004, compact disc. 

16
 Labounsky e-mail. 

17
 John La Montaine, “Biography.” John La Montaine web site. 



 

7  

that “the things she told me [to be] quite different from the reports of all the 

composers that I know.  And things she said to me were liberating.”
18

  Boulanger 

also told him: “Art has frames but music has to form its own frame.  Your music 

needs a framework.”
19

   

In 1958 La Montaine completed his first piano concerto, Op. 9, a 

commission from the Ford Foundation. It was about this time that La Montaine 

considered giving up composing.  Having just received a 97 percent score on the 

New York State stockbroker’s licensing exam, he received a phone call informing 

him that his piano concerto had been awarded a Pulitzer Prize, thus launching his 

composition career.  Soon after he received a Guggenheim Fellowship.  “So, I 

closed the stock books and never did anything [with them],” he said.
20

 

Other important commissions after the first piano concerto include the 

orchestral overture From Sea To Shining Sea, first performed at President John F. 

Kennedy’s Inaugural Concert.  Three Christmas operas were commissioned and 

premiered by Washington Cathedral; the second opera, The Shephards Playe, was 

televised nationally.  The Joffrey Ballet’s Nightwings used the score of Birds of 

Paradise, a work for piano and orchestra.  The Wilderness Journal, a symphony 

for bass-baritone, organ, and orchestra, was premiered at the dedication concert of 

the Filene organ at Washington D.C.’s Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts.  

                                                 
18

 McGinnis, 18-19. 

19
 Erica Beth Weintraub, “John La Montaine: Life on the Edge,” Music 

Educators Journal 69, no. 7 March 1983: 43. 

20
 Weintraub, 41. 
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La Montaine wrote the libretto and score for Be Glad Then America, 

commissioned by Sarah Caldwell, the Pittsburgh Symphony and Pittsburgh 

University Choirs for performance during the nation’s Bicentennial year.
21

 

For the bulk of his composing career La Montaine has divided his time 

between an apartment in New York City and his home in Hollywood, California.  

Speaking in 1983 to interviewer Erica Beth Weintraub, La Montaine said, 

“Composing is like playing hopscotch.  For at least 20 years I always have had 

commissions for a year or two ahead.  It always seemed like that would be the 

end—then something else turned up.” La Montaine has had to live frugally, 

telling Weintraub, “I love my work.  I would do it even if I weren’t paid.”
22

  As 

his career progressed, the composer wished for greater freedom.  Speaking in 

1994 with Paula Hutchinson, La Montaine expressed gratitude for a lack of 

commissioned work:  “I want to be free for awhile,” he said.
23

 

In 2003 La Montaine sold his New York City apartment to live 

exclusively at his West Coast home in Hollywood, California.  As part of the sale 

La Montaine sold his prized Steinway model C grand piano, which had been a gift 

                                                 
21

 The composer’s own 1995 work list can be found in Appendix A. 

22
 Weintraub, 41. 

23
 Paula C. Hutchinson, “Structure and style in three flute works of John 

La Montaine, with three recitals of selected works by Bach, Prokofiev, Messiaen, 

Reinecke and others” (D.M.A. diss., University of North Texas, 1994), 112. 
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to him from Lucille Napp, a patron of the arts.
24

  He recorded Bach’s second and 

sixth Partitas on the piano shortly before selling it.
25

   

Retired from composing, La Montaine currently lives at his Hollywood 

home.  Always one to closely guard details of his personal life and its potential 

connections to his works, the composer has spoken of his intent to write an 

autobiography.  At present, it has not yet appeared.
26

 

Despite his early success and awards, La Montaine’s music has not been 

widely performed.  More interested in composing than garnering publicity, he 

feels that his works need to “live on their own.”  Although he operates his own 

publishing company, Fredonia Press,
27

 he feels that his composing career does not 

include the chores of publicity.  Commenting on the scarcity of contemporary 

music performance, La Montaine feels that “avant garde, often shocking works” 

have alienated modern audiences and turned them away from wanting to hear 

works by living American composers.  Pointing out the extensive new-music 

advocacy by Boston Symphony conductor Serge Koussevitsky, who premiered 

many works by such composers as Aaron Copland, Roy Harris, Samuel Barber, 

Howard Hanson, and William Schuman, La Montaine regrets the absence of a 

                                                 
24

 McGinnis, 73. 

25
 Johann Sebastian Bach, Bach Partitas, John La Montaine, piano.  

Fredonia Discs, 2003.  FDCD-30. 

26
 McGinnis, 73. 

27
 Fredonia Press is named after the Hollywood street on which La 

Montaine lives. 
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similar modern-day new-music activist.
28

  He also laments financial obstacles 

encountered by contemporary composers wishing to record their works.  Existing 

recordings of several larger orchestral and operatic La Montaine works remain 

unavailable, or have been issued only in small quantities, due to high fees 

required by union contracts.  Although “I could go to jail for it,”
 29

 the composer 

did make about one hundred private copies of these works available for purchase 

on his web site.    

  Although he has undertaken temporary academic residencies, La Montaine 

for the most part has avoided the teaching of composition.  He accepted 

residencies at the American Academy in Rome, the University of North Texas, 

the University of Utah, Whittier College, and twice at the Eastman School of 

Music.  Putting aside his own work, La Montaine’s method of teaching involved 

the examination of student works in great detail, even on his own time outside of 

class, offering his reactions to what was successful or less successful.  He often 

felt that he learned more from his composition pupils than they learned from 

him.
30

  La Montaine believes it is the duty of a composition teacher to encourage 

each musician toward finding his or her own voice and then developing that 

voice.  Each composer has a unique genetic makeup whose composing will be 

                                                 
28

 Weintraub, 43. 

29
 Oteri, 17-18. 

30
 Oteri, 14. 
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influenced by life experiences.
31

  He believes also that students should not write 

works they cannot hear.  La Montaine often chided students who could not 

identify wrong notes he introduced into their scores while playing them on the 

piano.
32

  That some part-time composers have achieved success causes La 

Montaine to wonder what else they could have written.  Howard Hanson, for 

example, wrote some “marvelous pieces” but spent much of his time teaching and 

working at the Eastman School of Music.  La Montaine cited Ravel as one who 

“couldn’t have written those pieces if he taught.”
33

 

La Montaine believes an audience should be able to understand a musical 

work at once upon hearing it, without advance technical knowledge.  “If there’s 

not something enjoyable or ‘listen-to-able’ in the pieces, they’re really not very 

much.  There has to be something that has its own value besides the technique 

that’s employed.”  He noted further that a work should be “a true reflection of my 

life in full... I have something to say, and I take whatever techniques are available 

or useful in making what I have to say clear and understandable, and absorbable...  

It starts from the feeling.  As far as I know, I’ve never written a piece where it’s 

just manipulation of materials.”
34

  La Montaine was amused to be categorized as a 

serial composer by an entry in the 1980 edition of The New Grove Dictionary of 

                                                 
31

 Bruce Duffie, “Composer/Pianist John La Montaine: A Conversation 

with Bruce Duffie,” interview conducted June 24, 1989, 

http://www.bruceduffie.com/LaMontaine4.html [accessed January 3, 2010] 11-12. 

32
 Oteri, 14. 

33
 Oteri, 2. 

34
 Duffie, 11. 
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Music and Musicians.
35

  “I can count all my serial pieces on one hand,”
36

  he said.  

La Montaine works slowly at composition, often taking a year or more to 

complete larger works.
37

  Once while composing an opera he dreamed about the 

work every night.  Each following morning he wrote down the music he had 

dreamed.
38

 

La Montaine’s own web site lists genres in which he has composed: 

“symphonic, chamber ensemble, ballet, opera, choral and solo works.”  A list of 

diverse influences is also given: “medieval, classical, romantic, modal, diatonic, 

dodecaphonic, serial, hymn, folk song, jazz and the sounds of nature.”  The web 

site’s biography concludes: “The highly varied scope of his creative palette has 

been awarded with admiration of critics and affection of a wide public.”
39

  While 

his works have received praise from critics and adoring fans, they have not been 

performed or recorded on a large scale.   

Despite the tremendous care put into their composition, the piano works of 

John La Montaine have received little attention.  Only two have been 

commercially recorded.  Relatively few copies of long-playing record and 

compact disc recordings of his own piano works were made and sold by the 

                                                 
35

 W. Thomas Marrocco, “John La Montaine,” in The New Grove 

Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 1980. 

36
 Oteri, 11. 

37
 Weintraub, 42. 

38
 Labounsky e-mail. 

39
 John La Montaine, “Biography.” John La Montaine web site. 
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composer. Now unavailable, these rare recordings can be found only in a few 

libraries.  Perhaps an examination of La Montaine’s piano output as a whole will 

encourage future study and performance of these works. 

Compositions for Solo Piano  

John La Montaine’s works with opus numbers total 62, and there are also 

some works without.  The composer’s own catalogs of his complete works are 

reproduced in Appendices A and B.  His complete solo piano works are listed in 

Appendix C.  Track listings for the CD recordings that accompany this research 

paper can be found in Appendix F. 

 All of La Montaine’s solo piano pieces were written before the end of 

1964, when he was 44 years old.  Out of an overall total of 62 numbered works, 

the highest opus number given to a solo piano work is 26.  While many of his 

large orchestral and choral compositions were written by request, La Montaine 

did not receive commissions for his solo piano pieces.    

 La Montaine feels it is the performer’s job to make the music sound good.  

Speaking with Bruce Duffie in a 1989 interview, he said “The music is in the 

notes, first of all.  I think that’s a sine qua non requirement, that the notes be 

correct, and that the time be correct.  As to the dynamics, there’s a little 

leeway.”
40

  His scores indicate metronome marks for each movement or tempo 

change.  In an e-mail to the author, Ann Labounsky, La Montaine’s former piano 

student, wrote of the extreme care with expression markings taken by the 

                                                 
40

 Bruce Duffie, “Composer/Pianist John La Montaine: A Conversation 

with Bruce Duffie,” interview conducted June 24, 1989, 

http://www.bruceduffie.com/LaMontaine4.html [accessed January 3, 2010], 3. 
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composer during her lessons.
41

  La Montaine marked detailed pedaling indications 

throughout his piano scores, including half-pedaling techniques.  Despite such a 

meticulous approach to composition, he believes it is impossible to indicate every 

possible inflection on the page.
42

  Once a work has been completed, he seldom 

finds the need for revisions.
43

  He does not consider chronology of composition as 

a factor in evaluating his works,
44

 preferring instead that each work be allowed to 

stand on its own.
45

   

La Montaine has written in many styles, choosing a medium to suit his 

needs.  Birds, from Three Pieces for Piano Solo, is a strict serial piece.  Blues and 

jazz styles are evident in Venice West Blues, also from the Three Pieces for Piano 

Solo, and in the second of the Six Dance Preludes. Twelve Relationships: A Set of 

Canons for Piano, Fuguing Set, and Copycats all display La Montaine’s love of 

counterpoint.  While the composer does not consider himself to be a good 

dancer,
46

 he enjoys creating dance music, as in the Six Dance Preludes and the 

second theme of his Sonata for Piano’s first movement. Pieces may be built 
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around a specific interval; for example, thirds and sixths permeate Questioning 

and the Six Dance Preludes while the Toccata is built around fifths.  Some 

melodic lines in La Montaine’s piano music feature wide leaps and can range as 

far as two octaves.  Most of his other works not written in a specific style have a 

tonal center, but without the use of traditional dominant-tonic harmony.  A key 

signature may not indicate the actual key.  For instance, the second movement of 

the Sonata for Piano has a tonal center of B but a key signature of three sharps.
47

  

Speaking about key signatures in a 1994 interview with Paula Hutchinson, La 

Montaine said:  

If you see a key signature, there has to be some relation to that key, 

but I don’t start from thinking that way.  I can’t tell you what I do, but I 

don’t say ‘This is in a certain key and that’s the dominant and this is the 

subdominant, then we modulate to the supertonic.’ I went through all that 

stuff, but it seems so utterly boring to me, I don’t bother with it.
48

 

 

 La Montaine’s piano compositions encompass all levels of difficulty.  His 

short pieces for Write and Play Time and Music Workbook in Frances Clark’s 

“Library for Piano Students” provide supplementary sight reading for young 

beginners.  Copycats and Questioning are suitable for pianists at the elementary 

level.  A Child’s Picture Book and Sparklers are intermediate-level works.  While 

the more difficult pieces of Twelve Relationships: A Set of Canons for Piano 

challenge the advanced pianist, many of them fall within the capabilities of an 

intermediate level pianist.  The remaining pieces are at the advanced level, with 
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 Gary Steigerwalt, “Master Class: Movement No. 2 From Sonata by John 

La Montaine.” Keyboard Classics, August 1985, 46-47. 

48
 Paula C. Hutchinson,  110. 
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the Toccata, Sonata for Piano, Fuguing Set, and Six Dance Preludes being the 

most technically difficult.  This study of La Montaine’s solo piano compositions 

will begin with the least difficult works, proceeding in order of difficulty to his 

most advanced pieces. 
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CHAPTER TWO: ELEMENTARY SOLO PIANO WORKS 

Write and Play Time, Music Workbook 

 In 1957, the eminent piano pedagogue Frances Clark invited La Montaine 

to compose some elementary-level pieces for her New School of Music Study in 

Princeton, New Jersey.  Among the fruits of this endeavor were many small 

pieces written for her workbooks and theory books, as well as a set of short 

canons, Copycats, Op. 26.
49

 

 The short, pedagogical works in Frances Clark’s Library for Piano 

Students series, Write and Play Time and Music Workbook, are intended to 

augment technical and theoretical lessons in the chapters where they appear.  La 

Montaine is not billed as the primary composer of the series and the pieces are 

scattered throughout the books at the editors’ desires.  While Frances Clark and 

Louise Goss are named as series co-authors and editors, a subtitle lists “music in 

collaboration with John La Montaine,”
50

 suggesting that La Montaine created 

these small pieces as requested to suit the wishes of the authors.   

 Most of the pieces are four or eight measures long.  A characteristic 

evident here that is common to all La Montaine scores is meticulous attention to 

detail, especially concerning accents, articulation marks, and variety of 

expression.  Though the interval of a sixth may appear, mostly five-finger 

positions are used, and each small piece may change to a different mode or 
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(Secaucus, New Jersey: Summy-Birchard, 1957), 1. 
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register.   Key signatures up to three sharps and two flats can be found.  The series 

dates from 1957 and such titles as Trolley Ride, Broken Record, and Playing 

Hooky
51

 may seem a bit outdated, but the pieces retain their value for young 

pianists. 

Copycats, Op. 26 

 Many piano teachers have incorporated these pieces into their students’ 

lessons. Indeed, as La Montaine joked with Frank Oteri, “That’s my most sold 

piece!”
52

  Copycats was published in 1957 by Summy-Birchard.  In August 1976, 

the copyright was assigned to John La Montaine, who issued the work from his 

own Fredonia Press.
53

  Summy-Birchard continues to publish Copycats as part of 

its volume Five Finger Music, a collection of pieces for beginning pianists.  La 

Montaine dedicated Copycats to Clark. 

 Copycats consists of 14 short canons, all in the five-finger position.  

Beyond the pedagogical realm, La Montaine’s expressive markings give the 

creative young pianist opportunities within each piece for dramatic performance.  

The composer’s own spirited reading of Copycats is enhanced through the use of 
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Baroque-style “doubles,” varied repeats of the original, in ten of the canons.
54

  

While not indicated in the score, these repeats extend the performance life of 

these brief pieces.  The “double” versions may move one or both hands to a 

different register, alter the rhythm, or change dynamics.  The use of doubles is not 

suggested in the score.  At just under six-and-a-half minutes, the pacing of fast 

and slow pieces within Copycats enables its effective performance as a complete 

set.  Copycats’ canonic pieces provide an imaginative introduction to contrapuntal 

playing for the young pianist. 

 The first, Have You Seen A Copycat?, affords the young pianist the 

opportunity to play sharp accents and crisp staccatos.  In the double repeat on his 

recording, La Montaine embellishes the printed notes with a skipping, triplet 

motive.  The sprightly Cuckoo playfully passes the descending minor-third 

“cuckoo” motive between the hands.  The canon, following closely by two beats, 

lends urgency.  The descending minor third also appears in Owl, where it allows 

the thoughtful bird to listen pensively to echoes of his hooting.  Playful 

alternations between legato and staccato enliven Walk and Hop, which seems a 

diminutive version of the set’s first piece.  Subtle use of pedal in October can 

enable the player to create a legato effect with repeated notes.   

 Sing a Song and Clap your Hands is a lively example of La Montaine’s 

dance style.  The opening motive and subsequent syncopations in the 

introspective Shadow suggest an homage to Bach’s Sinfonia in F Minor.  With 
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20  

one impulse per bar, Where Has our Puppy Dog Gone? allows the pianist to 

create long phrases which give a sense of forward motion.  Its closing ritard puts 

into music the child’s disappointment at losing his dog and having to go home 

alone.  Alarums’ accented bell figures invite the use of half-pedaling techniques to 

sustain the tone without causing a blurry sound.  La Montaine’s highlighting of 

the Lydian mode’s raised fourth lends spice to the accented bell tones.  The 

peaceful Hungarian Lullaby lulls a baby to sleep in gypsy mode, emphasizing the 

Hungarian-flavored interval of the augmented second.  Sing No More, It’s Time to 

Dance is an invigorating dance work with challenging syncopations.  The F-

Minor Winter Song appropriately evokes its title and allows for use of rubato.  

The all-black key Blackbird stays within the G-flat-major five-finger position on 

the black keys, while avoiding the fourth scale degree, C-flat, a white key.  The 

eighth-note motive in this canon gives it a lively character. Because La Montaine 

loves to incorporate dance music in his compositions, Now Let Us Dance provides 

a fitting close to the set.  The jaunty dance includes a change of register in both 

hands at the end.  In his “double” version on the recording, La Montaine begins 

his repeat at the beginning of the third bar from the end. 

 With the exception of Shadow, which is at the fifth, all other canons in 

Copycats are at the octave, with the right hand playing first.  Befitting the multi-

key approach of Frances Clark’s Write and Play Time and Music Tree method 

books, Copycats challenges the student to play in many different major and minor 

five-finger positions and time signatures with many articulation and expression 

marks. 
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Questioning 

 Questioning is a transcription by La Montaine from the first movement of 

his Sonata for Flute Solo, Op. 24,
55

 first published in 1958.  The Sonata for Flute 

Solo has four movements, arranged in the same slow-fast-slow-fast order as many 

of J. S. Bach’s works.  The four movements are “Questioning,” “Jaunty,” 

“Introspective,” and “Rakish.”   The sonata as a whole is unified through its 

extensive use of the interval of a minor third.  As La Montaine explained to Paula 

Hutchinson in a 1994 interview, 

...I’m very involved with the significance of intervals.  All of the 

intervals have a very special meaning, and that seems to be quite 

universal in human experience.... Whether they go up or down, 

what they’re preceded with and what follows them.... At the time, I 

was involved in writing a series of works which would make the 

maximum use of a particular interval.... The flute sonata was based 

on the minor third.
56

 

 

 La Montaine’s transcription of Questioning, intended for young pianists, 

shortens the work from 44 to 31 measures and changes the time signature from 

mostly 6/4 to 3/4, which simplifies counting for the elementary pianist.   

 
Example 1. John La Montaine, Questioning, mm. 1-4. 

                                                 

 
55

 A copy of this work in the Arizona State University library contains a 

front cover inscription from La Montaine to Lois Schafer, the first flutist to 

perform the work for him. 
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The theme of Questioning is composed almost entirely of minor thirds, and opens 

with a single descending minor third (Example 1Example 1), the “question” on 

which the work is based.  Although the tonal center is clearly G, La Montaine’s 

use of various minor thirds melodically creates a conflict between major and 

minor.  Subsequent phrases expand and develop the motive (Example 2).   

 
Example 2. John La Montaine, Questioning, mm. 9-12. 

The piano version of Questioning presents only the home key portions of the flute 

original.  Omitted are modulatory sections and a long series of eighth notes 

culminating at the original work’s climax at B-flat 6.  Alice Canaday describes 

how the work embodies its title with its “incomplete nature and irregular 

phrasing.”
 57

  Also noteworthy is the quickened rhythm beginning in measure 9, 

the initial 3/4 time becoming confused by 6/8 time in measure 14, and back to 3/4 

at measure 15, continuing on to the work’s climax at measure 19.  In 2001, La 

Montaine reworked the full 44 measures of Questioning into the first of three 

movements of his Trombone Quartet. 

 While the dynamic variety, wide skips, and single voice nature of 

Questioning will challenge a late elementary piano student, it could be 

rewardingly adapted by a pianist needing repertoire for only one hand.   
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CHAPTER THREE: INTERMEDIATE SOLO PIANO WORKS 

Sparklers 

 La Montaine wrote Sparklers in 1957 and it was published as a solo sheet 

by Summy-Birchard.  Its copyright was reassigned to La Montaine on August 18, 

1976, after which Fredonia Press published the work.  A fast-paced will-o-the-

wisp, its four pages are playable in less than one minute.  The brilliant writing in 

this miniature virtuoso piece could capture the imagination of a fine intermediate-

level student.   

 As shown in Examples 3 and 4, Sparklers is modeled after C. P. E. Bach’s 

Solfeggietto in C Minor,
58

 H. 220, Wq. 117, No. 2, emulating Solfeggietto’s 

arpeggiations, scale passages, and rapid single-line writing.  A “sparkler” motive 

is created by the interplay among A-major, F-major, and C-major triads, imitating 

the random flashes of fireworks, as pictured on the work’s cover.
59

  One could 

imagine young children with lighted sparklers waving them in circles in the air, 

depicted by converging, contrary-motion scales.  

                                                 

 
58

 John La Montaine and Paul Sifler, Teaching Pieces, Fredonia Discs, 
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Example 3. C. P. E. Bach, Solfeggietto in C Minor, H. 220, Wq. 117, No. 2,  

mm. 1-6. 

 

 
Example 4. John La Montaine, Sparklers, mm. 1-5. 

 Sparklers is in abab design. Centered around A major, its lively five-

measure opening phrase spells out the “sparkler” motive, closing with contrary-

motion scales that return to A.  After the first phrase is repeated, the third phrase 

diverges to E major, introducing a new tremolo figure and a slower-moving bass 

melody before closing, providing a respite from the frenetic pace established from 

the beginning of the piece.  A short retransition with an ascending version of the 

tremolo figure crescendoes into a full return of the “sparkler” motive.  The 
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“sparkler” motive continues into the b figuration, as before, but now with a 

pianissimo B-flat-major tremolo that briefly suspends motion.  A brilliant series 

of scales descending from the highest pitch of the work, A7, combines with a 

rising, accented left-hand figure that crosses over the right hand.  The two lines 

linger on E before extinguishing quietly in a few staccato eighth notes 

emphasizing A. 

A Child’s Picture Book, Op. 7 

 La Montaine wrote this set of “little preludes” as a Christmas present for 

his then four-year-old niece, Bonnie La Montaine. He premiered A Child’s 

Picture Book in a solo recital on January 16, 1948, at Ferry Hall in Lake Forest, 

Illinois.
 60

 

 Seeking a publisher for his new work, La Montaine sent A Child’s Picture 

Book to Harold Flammer, Inc., in New York.  In a letter dated February 4, 1949, 

Flammer’s representative wrote back to La Montaine: 

[We] thank you for the opportunity of reviewing the La Montaine 

manuscript of “A Child’s Picture Book” and regret we are unable to find a 

place for the book in our catalog.  The music is a bit too modern to fit in 

with the type of material we publish.  The book is being returned to you 

under separate cover. 

   Cordially yours,  

 

   Ida L. Gleichman, Harold Flammer, Inc.
61

 

Broude Brothers published A Child’s Picture Book in 1957.   
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 On January 16, 1948, La Montaine’s performance of A Child’s Picture 

Book consisted of six pieces or “preludes.”
62

  In order, he played “Pageant,” 

“Story for a Rainy Day,” “Pussy Cat Has a Dream,” “Jack Frost,” “The Giant Has 

a Hobby-Horse,” and “Even Coolies Watch the Sunset.”  Subsequently, La 

Montaine experimented with the order and number of pieces, performing the 

following group of five at a recital for the Women’s Club of Sarasota, Florida: 

“Story for a Rainy Day,” “Even Coolies Watch the Sunset,” “The Giant Has a 

Hobby-Horse,” “Jack Frost,” and “Pageant.”
63

  Two months later at a full-length 

concert for the Nineteenth-Century Club of Oak Park, Illinois, he rearranged the 

same five pieces: “Pageant,” “Story for a Rainy Day,” “Jack Frost,” “The Giant 

Has a Hobby-Horse,” and “Even Coolies Watch the Sunset.”
64

 Although La 

Montaine continued to experiment with the order of the pieces, he did not play 

“Pussy Cat Has a Dream” again during this series of concerts.   

 Broude Brothers’ 1957 edition of A Child’s Picture Book presents five 

pieces: “Even Coolies Watch the Sunset,” “The Giant Has a Hobby-Horse,” 

“Story for a Rainy Day,” “Jack Frost,” and “Pageant.”
65

  La Montaine’s 1976 
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recording of the work presents the same five pieces in that order.
66

  A self-

published edition of the manuscript includes all six pieces in the original order of 

La Montaine’s 1948 premiere performance.  La Montaine’s undated manuscript 

edition also includes imaginative illustrations by Laura Howard and carries the 

dedication “for Bonnie and April.”
67

  The ordering of pieces in La Montaine’s 

manuscript edition will be followed for purposes of this discussion, with 

comparisons to the Broude Brothers edition as necessary. Laura Howard’s 

manuscript drawings, one for each prelude, show a boy and girl and their cat 

enjoying scenes depicted in the preludes.  The drawing for “Pageant” features a 

group of trumpets (Figure 1); the piece opens with a series of forte triads, shown 

in Example 5 (m. 1-8), as if announcing the start of a pageant.   
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Figure 1. Laura Howard, Pageant. 

 The expression marking “Alive and Vigorous” in the manuscript score is 

reduced to “Vigorous” in the Broude Brothers edition.  A lively, upbeat tune 

follows, accompanied by left-hand triads that continue the trumpet fanfare.  Next 

a quiet section gives everyone time to find their place before the fanfare returns. 

 

Example 5. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, Pageant, mm. 1-8. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 
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 The drawing accompanying “Story for a Rainy Day” (Figure 2) shows the 

two children and their cat looking wistfully out the window, wishing they could 

play outside, where rain falls slowly. As shown in Example 6, falling perfect 

fourths and descending melodies characterize their sadness.  Repeating notes 

softly depict the rain.  Apparently today’s weather will not clear up soon: the final 

harmony is an unresolved second-inversion minor triad.   

 
Figure 2. Laura Howard, Story for a Rainy Day. 

 

 

 
Example 6. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, Story for a Rainy Day, 

mm. 1-4. Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 La Montaine did not record “Pussy Cat Has A Dream” and did not explain 

its deletion from the published edition of A Child’s Picture Book.  A possible 
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explanation might be the number of slow works in the original set, four of six, 

perhaps leading him to eliminate one of them.  La Montaine has a soft spot for 

cats, providing food for several who live outside his home.  The drawing for 

“Pussy Cat Has a Dream,” to be played “with furry paws,” shows a cat curled up 

while he dreams of mice, the children, and of climbing a large tree, which 

happens to have bottles of milk suspended from its branches (Figure 3).   

 
Figure 3. Laura Howard, Pussy Cat Has A Dream. 

 First the four mice dance, as in Example 7, quietly so as not to wake the 

cat.  In the middle portion of the piece, a melody played by the left hand moves 

steadily from A2 to E5 before gradually making its way back down.  A dynamic 

arch, starting from pianissimo and going to forte and back down again, follows 

the rise and fall of the melody, which could depict the cat’s climb up the tree in 

hopes of drinking the milk hanging from its limbs.  The mice gently dance again 

to close the work and the cat goes back to sleep. 
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Example 7. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, Pussy Cat Has A Dream, 

mm. 1-9. 

 La Montaine’s tempo marking, “fast and elusive,” at the start of “Jack 

Frost” captures the whimsical spirit of the well-known figure of folklore.  

Howard’s drawing shows Jack Frost tossing snowflakes down to the waiting 

children from his perch atop a large Christmas tree (Figure 4).  Light staccatos, as 

in Example 8, imitate Jack’s “fast and elusive” movements.  Later, a repeated, 

falling, broken-chord figure expresses in music the snowflakes Jack is dropping 

down to the kids. 

 

Example 8. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, Jack Frost, mm. 1-8. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 
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Figure 4. Laura Howard, Jack Frost. 

 Rocking ostinato grace notes in “The Giant Has a Hobby-Horse” portray 

the large toy’s creaky motion, as shown in Figure 5 and Example 9.  The lurching 

half-note rhythm continues throughout the piece and it seems as if the hobby-

horse is being ridden to the very tips of its rockers. 
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Figure 5. Laura Howard, The Giant Has A Hobby-Horse. 

 

 

Example 9. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, The Giant Has A Hobby 

Horse, mm. 5-8. Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 The placid “Even Coolies Watch the Sunset” brings A Child’s Picture  

Book to a relaxed close.  Howard’s accompanying drawing shows the two 

children and their cat watching a laborer carry water toward the setting sun 

(Figure 6).  The message of the drawing and the music seems to be that those who 

are busy working still appreciate the sunset’s natural beauty.  The quarter-note 

parallel fifths in the left hand, shown in Example 8, seem to illustrate the laborer 

in stride as he walks down the road.  The middle section’s high register could 
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depict the last rays of the sun, while the rich harmonies of the piece’s closing 

section might indicate the vivid colors seen in the clouds after sunset. 

 

Figure 6. Laura Howard, Even Coolies Watch the Sunset. 

 

Example 10. John La Montaine, A Child’s Picture Book, Even Coolies Watch the 

Sunset, mm. 1-4. Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 A Child’s Picture Book has some parallels with Robert Schumann’s 

Kinderszenen, Op. 15.  Most of the Kinderszenen and all of A Child’s Picture 

Book are in ABA form.  The bold chordal texture of “Pageant” recalls that of “An 

Important Event.”  The sprightly “Jack Frost” is similar in mood to Schumann’s 

“Blind Man’s Bluff,” and “Story for a Rainy Day” recalls “The Entreating Child.”  

La Montaine positions a giant on the hobby-horse in place of Schumann’s knight 

(No. 9, Ritter vom Steckenpferd).  Both works end with a quiet, reflective chorale. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: ADVANCED SOLO PIANO WORKS 

 John La Montaine was an active pianist throughout his career in music, 

having given many solo and concerto performances of his own works and of the 

standard piano literature.  Also, as a collaborative pianist, he toured 

internationally with major artists.  His compositions for solo piano were all 

completed by the time he reached age 45.  La Montaine programmed many of his 

advanced piano works on his own recitals.  They will be examined in this chapter 

in chronological order of their composition. 

Toccata, Op. 1 

 Pianist Wanda Paul premiered La Montaine’s Toccata, Op. 1, in recital at 

Chicago’s Kimball Hall on March 12, 1947.
68

  Another La Montaine work, 

Introspection, preceded the Toccata on the program but is not listed by La 

Montaine in his catalog of works.  Felix Borowski, a critic for the Chicago Sun 

newspaper, called the two works “slight pieces in a leftist vein.”
69

  Maurice 

Hinson describes the Toccata as “short, brilliant, effective,”
70

 in his Guide to the 

Pianist’s Repertoire.  La Montaine’s Toccata could make a fine substitute for 

Aram Khatchaturian’s Toccata in the repertoire of a good high school-age pianist.  

Indeed, it appears as a “Musically Advanced” selection on the 2011-2013 Piano 
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 Concert program, collection of John La Montaine. 
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 Chicago Sun, 13 March 1947. 
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 Maurice Hinson, Guide to the Pianist’s Repertoire, third edition. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 467. 
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Solo List of the National Federation of Music Clubs.
71

  Its seven pages can be 

performed in slightly over two minutes. 

 A tarantella-like whirlwind, La Montaine’s Toccata is entirely based on 

the perfect-fifth figure presented at the beginning (Example 9).  Open fifths, 

interlocked between the hands, propel the work forward. 

 
Example 11. John La Montaine, Toccata, mm. 1-6.  Reproduced by arrangement 

with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 Widely-contrasted dynamics, specific pedal effects, and frequent register 

changes introduce variety. In a contrasting section, the parallel fifths played 

together with left-hand octaves create a fuller texture.  Although a lyrical section 

maintains the prevailing vigorous tempo and open fifths, contrast is achieved 

through a piano dynamic level and a change of tonal center toE, a tritone away 

from Bb.  At the return of the opening figure, the Bb tonal center is restored but 

the material is slightly altered (Example 12, mm. 150-153) to build quickly to 

widely- spaced fortissimo octaves and a downward flourish that ends the piece.  

 
Example 12. John La Montaine, Toccata, mm. 150-154. Reproduced by 

arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 
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 NFMC music list, 2011-2013. 
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Sonata for Piano, Op. 3 

 La Montaine wrote his Sonata for Piano between 1938 and 1942 while he 

was a student at the Eastman School of Music.  Dedicated to Ruth White, the 

work was premiered by its composer as part of his undergraduate senior recital.  

La Montaine copyrighted the work in 1950, and it was not published until 1970 

by the Eastman School of Music, with distribution by Carl Fischer Inc. of New 

York.   

 Marked “Vigorous and turbulent,” the first movement is in sonata form 

and centered tonally on D.  It immediately compels one’s attention with an 

introductory series of declamatory, ascending statements in octaves, punctuated 

by rests (Example 13).  Moments of anguish and disbelief are juxtaposed with 

calm.   

 
Example 13. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 1-9. 

The introduction’s ever-widening series of ascending bursts covers the 

entire span of the keyboard.  The first theme’s resolutely converging octaves, 

which begin in measure 8, heighten the restlessness already established, moving 
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higher with the repetition of each phrase and ending at C7, the highest pitch thus 

far.  The left hand’s dance-like figurations accompanying the first theme reinforce 

the 6/8 time signature.  At m. 16, a defiant series of octaves based loosely on the 

tail of the introduction gradually returns focus to the center of the keyboard, its 

increasingly softer dynamics relieving some of the established stress, and 

returning to the D tonal center.  At m. 23 (Example 14) some tension is 

maintained despite the very soft dynamic by a rapidly repeating D4, whose 

rhythm recalls the dance-like 6/8 motion of the first theme’s accompaniment.  

After a ruminating reminiscence of the first theme’s melody in the left hand, a 

transition leads directly into the second theme. 

 

 
Example 14. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 21-31. 

 A lyrical, dance-like, second theme provides repose from the earlier tense 

atmosphere (Example 15).  First in 6/8 meter, the second theme changes to 9/8, 

maintaining the dance-like character while lending an expansive feel to gradually 

lengthening phrases.  A canonic pianissimo closing section brings the second 

theme to a restful conclusion (Example 16). 
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Example 15. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 37-40. 

 

 

Example 16. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 49-52. 

 The development can be divided into three major sections.  The first of 

these, twice recounting the movement’s introductory material, retains the hushed 

dynamic from the exposition’s close.  An air of uncertainty envelops Sforzato and 

fortissimo desperate outbursts.  The second iteration of the introductory material 

leads to a development of the cantabile second theme over a new, flowing 

accompaniment (Example 17), followed by a shortened version of the 

exposition’s closing theme (Example 18, mm. 74-75). 

 

Example 17. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 65-68. 
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Example 18. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 73-80. 

 The development’s second segment opens with an introspective, canonic 

statement of the introductory material (Example 18, mm. 76-80), leading into an 

increasingly forceful restatement of the second theme.  A canonic treatment of a 

fragment of the second theme, sequencing higher, builds to an anguished, 

emotional climax (Example 19).  The second theme winds down to a quiet close 

over ostinato half notes, although bitonal harmonies preserve the stress.   

 

Example 19. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 88-95. 
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 The first theme appears thoughtfully in the development’s final portion, at 

a pianissimo dynamic over a lyrical accompaniment.  Increased chromaticism and 

rhythmic activity, along with an upward surge in both parts, gradually reestablish 

feelings of despair, setting up the recapitulation and a return of the first theme.   

 At the recapitulation’s outset, the first theme appears in more widely 

distributed registers than in the exposition, allowing the performer to extract 

greater emphasis.  By avoiding the tonal center of D until the recapitulation’s end, 

La Montaine sidesteps any feeling of comfort that might come from a return to the 

home key.  The original tonal center, D, is only restored in pianissimo at the very 

end of the second theme’s closing section (Example 20). A forceful outburst 

shatters any sense of repose as the movement storms angularly toward a stop on 

D. 

  

Example 20. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, first movement, mm. 163-170. 

 While the slow-tempo second movement offers contrast from the first 

movement, the prevailing mood remains one of despair and unease.  Writing 
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about this movement, pianist Gary Steigerwalt describes it as “a pensive work of 

remarkable shifts in harmonic texture and rhythmic tensions.”
72

 In abcb
1
ac

1
b

2 

scheme, the movement begins with chords (Example 19) that recall the opening 

measures of the first movement (Example 11 above), using rests and gradual 

outward movement to create uncertainty, a feeling further strengthened by the 

delay in establishing B as the tonal center until measure 12.  In an interview about 

this movement, La Montaine suggested to pianist Gary Steigerwalt that the 

“poignancy of the melody is best served by solid ‘placement’ of the upbeats, i.e., 

a slight rhythmic lengthening.”  The composer also recommended holding the 

pedal into the rests in the first two measures, “so that the ‘breath’ before the next 

set of chords is short.”
73

   

 

Example 21. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, second movement, mm. 1-6. 

 The second theme (Example 20, mm. 13-17) reinforces the tonal center of 

B, but tinges of dissonance and major-minor ambiguity dampen any positive 

feelings.  La Montaine suggested to Steigerwalt that the sixteenth-note pickups 
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 Gary Steigerwalt, “Movement No. 2 from Sonata by John La 

Montaine,” Keyboard Classics, August 1985, 46.  A full score of the second 

movement accompanies the article. 
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 Steigerwalt, 46. 
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throughout the movement “should be quick and impulsive.  ‘Double dotted,’ in 

fact.”
74

 

 

Example 22. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, second movement, mm. 12-19. 

 A third, polyphonic theme (Example 22 above, mm. 18-19) challenges the 

pianist to delineate clearly the crossing lines.  Ascending octaves from the seconf 

theme seem to “cry out” and are followed by a slight increase in tempo with 

sorrowful, syncopated, descending lines.  At m. 24, a sequence of the second 

theme’s head motive builds to an anguished climax, unsettlingly weakened by 

softer dynamic indications for the left hand (Example 23). 

                                                 

 
74

 Steigerwalt, 46. 
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Example 23. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, second movement, mm. 23-30. 

 At m. 29 the first theme is recapitulated, followed by the second theme 

over a prolonged dominant pedal, finally closing softly in the last two bars, which, 

according to La Montaine, express “the final words of consolation – or 

disillusionment!”
75

 

The third movement is in rondo form with an introduction and a coda.  

The sprawling melody in the left hand against falling octaves (Example 22) 

continue the sense of tragic unease established in the previous movements.  The 

third iteration of the broken-octave motive evolves into a longer series of 

descending octaves, in which a crescendo and accelerando build to a succession  

of defiant chords (Example 25).  Increasingly vehement chords lead to a quick 

retransition to the main theme. 

                                                 
75

 Steigerwalt, 47. 
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Example 24. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 1-7. 

 

Example 25. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 14-17. 

 

 

Example 26. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 25-31. 
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 The canonic voices of the main theme (Example 26) are tinged with 

unease, being arranged so clashes will occur at the interval of a minor second. 

Potential optimism in the dance-like figure at measure 29 is dispersed by minor 

seconds followed by a forte, alarmed figure over an ascending scale (Example 

27).  

 

Example 27. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 34-37. 

 Both of the rondo’s episodes contain the opening material of the main 

theme, but with greater emphasis on dance rhythms (Example 28).  Overall, the 

returns of the main theme move forward in perpetual motion, with a pervasive, 

restless atmosphere.  The anxious atmosphere remains all the way to the end of 

the work, with the minor second clash of the main theme recalled in the closing 

flourish (Example 29). 
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Example 28. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 48-55 

 

Example 29. John La Montaine, Sonata for Piano, third movement, mm. 220-227. 

Twelve Relationships, Op. 10 

 The Twelve Relationships: A Set of Canons for Piano, Op. 10, was  

premiered in 1952.  According to La Montaine, the titles of the pieces “represent 
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feelings of personal relationships and the relationship between the two voices.”
76

  

Each interval, from minor second to perfect octave, is represented in a canon.  He 

continues, “The canons are all strict, so that the one in unison is in one key, and 

all of the others are simultaneously in two different keys. ... They’re all short, and 

the piece is written for a lot of fun.”
77

  Referring to the work’s bitonal 

characteristics, La Montaine claims, “there is no other known set of canons so 

composed.”
78

 

 In the same year it was composed, La Montaine recast his Twelve 

Relationships, Op. 10, as Canons for Orchestra, Op. 10a.  This arrangement 

makes use of the orchestra’s full resources, and the unique timbral characteristics 

of its orchestration can contribute to the pianist’s interpretation of each individual 

canon.   

 Twelve Relationships is dedicated to Marjory Strauss, who premiered the 

work at the Columbia University Composers’ Forum Concerts.
79

  Pianist Norma 

Holmes gave the work its first public performance at a Town Hall recital on 

March 24, 1952.
80

  Canons for Orchestra was premiered by the Springfield 
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(Ohio) Symphony, conducted by Evan Whallon, on February 15, 1953.  Whallon 

was a colleague of La Montaine’s at the Eastman School of Music.  Other 

composers represented on the program were Haydn, Fauré, Berlioz, and Lalo, 

whose Symphonie Espagnole was performed by violinist Isaac Stern.  Only a 

selection of six of the twelve canons was actually performed at the premiere 

because of difficulties encountered in rehearsal.
81

  Conductor Whallon wrote to 

La Montaine: “We had to pare the dozen down a good bit.  This I did for several 

reasons.  In working with the pieces the orchestra was having a rough time 

making any sense at all of the idioms with dissonant counterpoint.  They just 

could not make head nor tail of it.”
82

  A review the next day in the Springfield 

(Ohio) Daily News referred to the “controversial” work by “the versatile John La 

Montaine.  Short and deft, [the canons] made interesting, if demanding, 

listening.”
83

 

 The next day after the premiere of the truncated version of Canons for 

Orchestra, Whallon wrote to La Montaine: “The canons were quite well received, 

and considering the fact they were ‘Dissonant’ (we spell it with a big ‘D’ in 

Springfield) garnered quite a few compliments...  Several of them are naturals—
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 These six were: 1. “Bold and Plain,” 4. “Sprightly,” 6. “Wayward,” 7. 

“Saucy,”  11. “Spirited,” and 12. “Jubilant.” 

 
82

 Evan Whallon, to John La Montaine, 16 February 1953, original letter 

in the collection of John La Montaine. 
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 Springfield (Ohio) Daily News, 16 February 1953. 
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they just sound good orchestrally—like the first, fourth, seventh, eleventh, and 

last.”
84

  

 La Montaine conducted the MacDowell Symphony Orchestra in the first 

complete performance of Canons for Orchestra on March 21, 1953, at Oak Park-

River Forest High School. Earlier that day La Montaine received a Western Union 

telegram from Evan Whallon: “BEST WISHES FOR PERFORMANCE 

TONIGHT HOPE YOU HAVE LOUD SALVO OF CANNONS= EVAN=”
85

 

 The twelve canons of Twelve Relationships are titled “Bold and Plain,” 

“Teasing,” “Plaintive,” “Sprightly,” Bittersweet,” “Wayward,” “Saucy,” 

“Entreating,” “Piquant,” “Brooding,” “Spirited,” and “Jubilant.”  The first of 

these canons, “Bold and Plain,” is at the octave below, with the second voice 

entering after one 4/4 measure.  The marked,  staccato entrance and the assertive 

rising fifth at the beginning of this canon (Example 30) convey a “bold” character.  

The placement of repeated quarter or half notes in every other measure allows the 

moving voice to be heard more easily.  The balance and independence of the two 

lines are further enhanced by the placement of rests, tied notes, and stressed notes, 

which allows the performer to alternate downbeat emphasis between hands.  The 

word “plain” in the title is embodied in the rhythmic simplicity and uniform 

dynamic level employed throughout the canon. 
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 Whallon to La Montaine. 
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 Evan Whallon, to John La Montaine, 21 March 1953, original telegram 

in the collection of John La Montaine. 
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Example 30. John La Montaine, Relationships, Bold and Plain, mm. 1-4.  

Copyright 1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission 

of Carl Fischer, LLC. 

 The orchestrated version of this canon opens boldly with oboe, trumpet, 

and violins playing the upper voice while bassoon, French horn, and lower strings 

declaim the lower voice.  The instrumentation changes throughout the work, 

emphasizing the flute’s entrance at measure 5, for example, which serves to 

highlight the syncopation as well as the shift to a high register.  The thinner 

texture in measures 9 through 11, in which the canonic voices are divided 

between upper and lower strings with the winds tacet, briefly simplifies the 

texture, underscoring the “plain” element of the movement’s title. 

 “Teasing” is a canon at the tritone below, with a delay of one 5/8 measure 

before the lower voice enters (Example 31).  The playful nature of “Teasing” is 

heightened by staccato lines at pianissimo dynamic interrupted sporadically by  

accent marks.  Only eighteen measures long and in fast tempo, “Teasing” flits by 

in almost no time at all. 

 

Example 31. John La Montaine, Relationships, Teasing, mm. 1-4. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 
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 The orchestrated version of “Teasing” employs only flute, oboe, clarinet, 

bassoon, violin, cello, triangle, and wood block.  The comical tone quality of the 

bassoon is well-suited to this work and, indeed, the bassoon plays the entire lower 

voice.  The flute, oboe, and clarinet share the upper voice, assisted by short bursts 

of energy from the violin and cello on the descending-third figure.  The triangle 

and wood block provide subtle punctuation at the end, suggesting a slightly 

percussive staccato touch be used in the solo piano rendition. 

  In canon at the major seventh below, the two voices of “Plaintive” are 

separated by a delay of one-half measure in 6/8.  The melancholy expression of 

“Plaintive” is given voice by a recurring stepwise figure, shown in Example 32, 

that descends with a sharply dotted rhythm and diminuendo.  Wider leaps in 

subsequent measures enhance the sorrowful melodic effect.  The dynamic and 

registral high point of the work occurs almost exactly in the center, at measure 8, 

followed by gradual movement downward using the initial descending figure.  

This large descent is enhanced with a decrescendo to pianissimo and a long 

ritardando at the end. 

 

Example 32. John La Montaine, Relationships, Plaintive, mm. 1-4. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 The orchestration of “Plaintive” opens with a two-measure conversation 

between oboe and English horn, espressivo and with diminuendos in each phrase, 
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emphasizing the work’s sad character.  A crescendo with full instrumentation 

heightens the climax at measure 8, and a subsequent thinning of texture and 

diminuendo close the movement.   

 “Sprightly” is a canon at the major sixth below, with the lower voice 

entering after one 2/4 measure; the entire work, all ten measures of it, is repeated.  

At 138 to the quarter note on the metronome, the diminutive piece is over before 

one has much opportunity to read, write, or even think about it.  The lively spirit 

is increased by the staccato fifth motive at the beginning that breaks into rapid 

sixteenth-note runs (Example 33).  Some very wide leaps in staccato eighths 

against the sixteenths augment the work’s spry character.  The subito sforzando at 

the end provides a suitable punch line. 

 

Example 33. John La Montaine, Relationships, Sprightly, mm. 1-5. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 A rhythmic canon between triangle and wood block in the work’s 

orchestration enhances the “Sprightly” character, while piccolo and clarinet share 

the original version’s two voices.  New material consisting of short outbursts 

between the violins, and the violas  adds further color to the orchestration.   

 A canon at the major third below, “Bittersweet” features pairs of voices 

separated by only one beat of 3/4, creating different metric accents between the 

two voices.  The lines are doubled in thirds throughout the movement, creating a 
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4-voice texture.  (Example 34).  These paired voices create dissonances which, in 

combination with the work’s slow tempo, enhance the bittersweet nature.  In the 

work’s central section, the paired voices move independently, creating a double 

canon.  Through its dramatic increase in melodic activity, its high register, 

vertical ninths, and forte dynamic, this double canon creates the emotional climax 

of the composition.  A poco ritard and diminuendo at the end deepen the work’s 

sad nature. 

 

Example 34. John La Montaine, Relationships, Bittersweet, mm. 1-4. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 The incarnation of “Bittersweet” in Canons for Orchestra features the 

celesta
86

 and harp which, during its outside sections, play canonically a series of 

parallel thirds underscoring the first beat in each measure.
 
  In the first section, the 

upper and lower pairs of voices are shared by the first and second violins and the 

violas and cellos.  All four of the middle section’s independent voices are first 

played as though by a string quartet, then as though by a wind quartet, the only 

use of winds in this movement.  A pianist performing this work can seek to create 

different tonal colors in each section. 

                                                 

 
86

 La Montaine is well versed in the capabilities of the celesta, having 

played it himself as a member of Toscanini’s orchestra. 
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 “Wayward,” a canon at the minor third below, is a serial work with a 

twist.  Its sprawling opening melody, a tone row, spanning more than two octaves, 

contains a riddle.  As shown in Example 35, this tone row contains the first eleven 

notes of the expected twelve.  The “wayward” D does not appear until measure 

11, at the very end of the first section of the piece.  The quirky grace notes are not 

part of the tone row but serve to obscure the shape of the melodic line.  The 

remainder of the work is not twelve-tone except at measure 18, where the opening 

canon returns.  This time, the “wayward” D is truly lost, as it does not reappear at 

the end of the piece.  As if to express frustration over the missing note, a final 

brusque sforzando punctuates the end. 

 

Example 35. John La Montaine, Relationships, Wayward, mm. 1-4. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 In Canons for Orchestra, the eleven-tone theme is split up among different 

instruments, enhancing the “wayward” effect and evoking the orchestral writing 

of Anton Webern.  The capricious grace notes appear in the strings as broken 

pizzicato intervals while being played as grace notes by the winds.  A muted 

French horn plays the closing huff followed immediately by a short punctuation, 

added by viola and cello, not found in the piano version of the work.   

 “Saucy” is a canon at the major second below, with only one quarter-note 

of delay.  The entrance of the second voice so closely on the heels of the first 
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establishes this work’s rude, impudent character (Example 36).  Coinciding 

accents in measures two through four lend an impatient quality.  The rising 

sequence in measures five through seven, which functions as a modest digressing 

section, creates an air of breathless impatience.  With a Senza ritard at the end, 

the piece is over almost before it began. 

 

Example 36. John La Montaine, Relationships, Saucy, mm. 1-4. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

 The orchestrated version highlights the antecedent and consequent phrase 

structure of the first four measures, shown in Example 36 above, by changing the 

instrumentation after the antecedent phrase.  The orchestral version, like one for 

the piano, is to be played throughout at a forte dynamic, but the fortissimo marked 

for its last two notes gives an extra punch to the work’s close. 

 In canon at the major sixth below, the voices of “Entreating” are separated 

by a half measure of 12/8.  The initial pleading figure is sprawling, descending an 

augmented eleventh by beat two of the second measure (Example 37).  

Descending tritones and major sevenths combined with the interplay between 

duple and triple rhythms enhances the beseeching quality of the music.  The 

opening figure returns in measure 4, followed this time by a crescendo leading to 

forte three measures later.  The forte portion in measures 7-9 presents both voices 

at their highest register.  The opening “request,” made once more beginning in 
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measure 11, is apparently unsuccessful, as the concluding measures descend with 

a ritardando and decrescendo to a disappointed ending. 

 

Example 37. John La Montaine, Relationships, Entreating, mm. 1-2. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 The first three-and-a-half measures of the orchestral version are scored for 

violin and cello.  A gradual buildup of forces creates a crescendo leading to a 

fortissimo climax, which is marked only forte in the piano version, before 

dwindling down to upper and lower strings at the disillusioned conclusion.  

The canon of “Piquant” is at the minor second below.  The piece’s 

provocative nature is created by the dance-like opening which presents an 

angular, octatonic, staccato tune (Example 38).  No longer octatonic, the 

chromatic continuation of this opening figure adds further spice.  At measure 18 

the initial three-note opening figure is extended by addition of another tritone and 

octave, lending a “tumbling upward” effect that ends the piece.  Exclusive use of 

the high register and a high degree of chromaticism throughout give “Piquant” a 

unique, tangy flavor. 
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Example 38. John La Montaine, Relationships, Piquant, mm. 1-4. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

Only higher-register instruments are scored in the orchestral version of 

“Piquant.”  The flutes declaim the opening, accompanied by pizzicato violins on 

the strong beats.  At measure 14 a repeating-note motive is introduced that is not 

present in the piano version.  At the work’s close combined upper orchestral 

forces, including trumpet and celesta, are used, suggesting that the pianist make a 

big crescendo to the concluding double sforzando. 

“Brooding,” being the longest work in both number of measures and 

performance time, provides the climax of the Twelve Relationships set.  It is also 

the first piece in Twelve Relationships to explore the lowest register of the piano, 

enhancing the dark aspect of the movement while creating dramatic contrast 

within the larger work.  The slow tempo and plodding rhythm combine to lend a 

gloomy atmosphere to the work. 

  

Example 39. John La Montaine, Relationships, Brooding, mm. 1-5. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 
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 “Brooding’s” opening canon is restated three times, at measures 9, 17, 

and 31, each time returning to the initial level of pianissimo as though repeatedly 

starting the piece over again.  From each return of the opening La Montaine 

follows a different path by altering intervals.  Noteworthy is the third thematic 

statement, at measure 17, in which the upper and lower voices are exchanged.  

The dramatic intensity in this third segment is increased through the octave 

doubling of both voices.  The canonic echo in measures 29-30 gives La Montaine 

a chance to restore the voices to their original orientation. 

Orchestral strings are scored for the first two segments of “Brooding.”  In 

the climactic third segment the scoring is augmented to include full winds plus 

piccolo, bass clarinet, contrabassoon, trumpet, and trombone.  A brief appearance 

by timpani and cymbals increases dramatic power at measures 27-28.  For 

contrast, the closing segment features more subdued scoring, closing with 

contrabassoon and double bass taking over from bass clarinet.   

With a delay of five beats between voices, “Spirited” is a canon at the 

perfect fourth below.  A “spirited” character is achieved through a brisk tempo, 

perky rhythms, crisp articulations, and witty syncopations.  Like the other short, 

fast movements in Twelve Relationships, “Spirited” retains one dynamic marking 

throughout.  The opening material repeats beginning in measure six.  The A-E-A 

framework of the opening motive as shown in Example 40 suggests A as the tonal 

center.  At the end, the canon runs out and the closing imitates this motive down a 

fourth, on E-B-E.  This bitonal pairing is consistent throughout, occurring in 
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measures 1-3, 6-8, and, here at the end, measures 11-13.  In the orchestration, the 

contrabassoon provides a “punch line” with its solo final statement of the theme. 

 

Example 40. John La Montaine, Relationships, Spirited, mm. 1-3. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

 “Jubilant” is a canon at the perfect fifth below, with the voices separated 

by one 4/4 measure. The dotted rhythm and octave jump in the first measure 

along with the forte dynamic combine to launch the movement in a “Jubilant” 

manner (Example 41).   

 

Example 41. John La Montaine, Relationships, Jubilant, mm. 1-4. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

Both voices are doubled in octaves, with an occasional octave filled in by its fifth; 

such intermittent extra notes enrich the work’s harmonic texture.  This doubling 

allows the composer to move the parts into widely spaced high and low registers.  

A fortissimo C Major harmony, held in the damper pedal, brings the work to its 

rousing conclusion. 

 Scored for piccolo, flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, contrabassoon, French 

horn, trumpet, trombone, harp, full strings and percussion, the setting of 
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“Jubilant” in Canons for Orchestra is the capstone of the work.  Full forces are in 

play throughout, and timpani rolls and cymbal crashes near the end bring the work 

to a close. 

Fuguing Set, Op. 14 

 The first performance of Fuguing Set, Op. 14, was at a private concert of 

La Montaine works at the home of Carl Friedburg on February 13, 1954.
87

  That 

evening’s concert program included the Toccata, Op. 1; Two Songs from Op. 2; 

two movements of the first piano concerto, Op. 9; Twelve Relationships: A Set of 

Canons for Piano, Op. 10; Five Sonnets, Op. 12; and the Fuguing Set, Op. 14.  

Fuguing Set was premiered publicly by Norma Holmes at Chicago’s Kimball Hall 

on October 27, 1954, in a program of works by Schubert, Debussy, and Liszt.
88

  

Following another performance at the seventh Composers Forum at Columbia 

University, a reviewer for the New York Times wrote, “[La Montaine’s] piano 

music ... was always to the point, neatly constructed and pleasant in its emotional 

atmosphere.  This held both in its joie de vivre and in its gentle lyricism.  As yet, 

though, it does not go very deep.”
89

  Carl Fischer published Fuguing Set in 1965. 

 Fuguing Set consists of a series of three, three-voice fugues, each 

preceded by a prelude and the whole followed by a postlude, comprising seven 

pieces in all: “Prologue,” “Fugue in G,” “Pastorale,” “Fugue in D,” “Cadenza,” 

“Fugue in C,” and “Epilogue.”  La Montaine may have followed the example of 
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Paul Hindemith’s 1942 piano work Ludus tonalis,
90

 which between its 

“Praeludium” and “Postludium” contains twelve fugues.  In Ludus tonalis, 

thematically linked “Interludia” begin in the tonality of the previous fugue and 

end in the tonality of the following fugue.  Similarly, in Fuguing Set, each prelude 

anticipates the thematic material and establishes the key of the following fugue.  

Prolonged indications for use of the damper pedal in “Prologue,” “Pastorale,” and 

“Epilogue” create impressionistic effects. All three fugues contain stretto and 

inversion techniques, and each of the seven pieces in the set individually builds to 

and backs away from a climactic moment. 

 “Prologue” establishes the G tonal center and the rising fifth upon which 

the following “Fugue in G” is based (Example 40).  Crisp, toccata-like dotted 

rhythms at widely varied dynamic levels are sounded over a gradually descending 

bass, which anticipates the descending stepwise motion in the subject of the 

“Fugue in G.”  Frequent changes of meter lend an improvisatory feel to the piece. 

A G pedal tone in half of “Prologue’s” 26 measures prepares the tonal basis for 

the “Fugue in G.”  Though it features many quiet moments, the end of “Prologue” 

is marked sff, setting up the lively fugue that follows. 
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Example 42. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Prologue, mm. 1-4. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

 The “Fugue in G’s” subject begins with a rising fifth in accented half 

notes.  This distinctive head motive is later combined and contrasted with the 

jaunty, syncopated tail (Example 41).  Off-beat syncopations also appear in its 

countersubjects (Example 43, mm. 3-4).  The “Fugue in G” can be divided into 

three major sections, mm. 1-17, mm. 18-26, and mm. 27-47. A conventional fugal 

exposition opens the first section, including the introduction of countersubjects.  

A rhythmic crescendo and gradually widening use of register increase intensity at 

the close of the first section. 
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Example 43. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Fugue in G, mm. 1-7. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 About half the length of its predecessor, the second section begins with a 

stretto.  Rhythmically active elements of the subject and countersubjects combine 

to create the most animated moment yet at the close of the section.  The final and 

lengthiest section of the fugue introduces the subject in inversion in its opening 

stretto, increasing thematic complexity.  Excitement builds as syncopated material 

from the subject and countersubjects leads to a fortissimo climax.  A final 

statement of the subject in octaves closes triumphantly on a G-major chord. 

 “Pastorale” recalls the pedal point and dotted rhythms of “Prologue,” 

while establishing the tonal center and quiet mood for the “Fugue in D.”  Its 

subtle syncopations recall in quieter fashion the vigorous energy of the “Fugue in 

G.”  Seemingly impressionistic in character over held damper pedals, as in the 

“Prologue,” its improvisatory opening with many meter changes gradually reveals 
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the subject of the “Fugue in D” (Example 44). A lengthy D pedal and quiet close 

prepare the listener for the reflective mood of the following fugue. 

 

Example 44. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Pastorale, mm. 1-3. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

 A modal work, the “Fugue in D” is played entirely on white keys except 

for the D-Major triad at the end.  In the course of the fugue the subject (Example 

43) is introduced on all seven pitches of the diatonic scale.  All the modes are thus 

represented at least once, even Locrian; as La Montaine wrote, this is “perhaps the 

only fugue so constructed.”
91

  Numerous changes of time signature allow the 

composer to shift points of stress within each phrase, creating a sense of 

freshness.  The relaxed tempo enhances a placid mood throughout despite the 

increased fugal activity of double and triple stretti and introduction of the inverted 

subject. 
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Example 45. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Fugue in D, mm. 1-3. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 In a new realization of the improvisatory character of the previous 

interludes, “Cadenza” introduces the key and subject material of the “Fugue in C” 

through a single line with rapid, toccata-like figurations and arpeggios that return 

often to C (Example 46). Despite its contrasts and sporadic outbursts, the piece 

ends quietly, setting the stage for the “Fugue in C.” 

 

Example 46. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Cadenza, mm. 1-3. Copyright 1965 

by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl Fischer, 

LLC. 

 The lively rhythmic motive beginning the subject of “Fugue in C” 

(Example 47) propels the work forward. The longest of the three fugues, it shares 

some of their attributes: off-beat syncopations, inversion of the subject, and 
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stretto.  Although its subject is sprawling and seems almost twelve-tone, utilizing 

ten of twelve possible pitches, the accented C at the beginning of the first three 

measures firmly dispels any wayward feeling of tonal center.  The fugue’s 

fortissimo close sets the stage for the forte opening of the “Epilogue.” 

 

 

Example 47. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Fugue in C, mm. 1-4. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

 Though it is shorter, “Epilogue” closely resembles the “Prologue,” and so 

it rounds off the set by recalling the beginning.  However, “Prologue’s” overall 

dynamic scheme of soft-to-loud is now reversed, providing a quiet close to the 

Fuguing Set. 

 In a 1965 review of Fuguing Set, The Musical Times’ Frank Dawes 

commented: “In the fugues upper voices tend to keep close together and to get 

very high and far from the bass; a rather eccentric spacing that robs the harmony 

of some of its sting and makes it sound white and C majorish.”  Dawes then 

comments on the “static quality” of the “Fugue in D,” closing his review, “There 

is not much evidence of the traditional fugal virtues of close texture and 
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cumulative growth.”
92

  Wide spacing between two high voices and one low voice 

in La Montaine’s fugal writing, as shown in Example 48, can, as Dawes 

comments, create thin textures.  

 

Example 48. John La Montaine, Fuguing Set, Fugue in G, mm. 10-12. Copyright 

1965 by Carl Fischer, Inc., New York. Reproduced with the permission of Carl 

Fischer, LLC. 

In the first and third fugues, where this texture is most prevalent, the composer 

relies on lively rhythmic elements to propel the work forward. 

Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18 

 Written in 1961, Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18 were published by Broude 

Brothers in 1964.  Each prelude is dedicated to a different person; they are Peggy 

Boxley, Jean Lindsey, Ida Krehm, Nita Warner, Cynthia Chisholm, and Wanda 

Paul.  “The Six Dance Preludes,” La Montaine wrote in 1976, “present six facets 

of the dance.  Planned for a solo dancer with a great range of talents, they require 

an ability to pinpoint well-defined characteristics with great economy, each 

movement a world in itself.”
93

  In 2009 La Montaine said about the work with 
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program annotator Phillip Ramey, “It is strange that so much of my music is 

permeated by the dance, for I myself am a pretty clumsy dancer.”
94

  Although 

many of his works have been choreographed, the composer does not know of any 

dance performance of the Six Dance Preludes.
95

  The six preludes are “Preamble,” 

“Aria,” “Burlesque,” “For Those Who Mourn,” “Intermezzo,” and “For Those 

Who Dance.” 

 Several characteristics, common to all six preludes, unify the set. The third 

and sixth preludes are both in ABA form.  In addition, the third and sixth preludes 

are both faster works preceded by two slower ones.  The intervals of a third and of 

a sixth figure prominently in all six preludes.  Unlike more traditional dances in 

which the right hand plays the melody and the left hand provides rhythm and 

harmony, in Six Dance Preludes the pianist’s hands often share equally the roles 

of melody and accompaniment.   

 “Preamble” is in a
1
a

2
a

3
a

4
 form, with an introduction and coda.  Its brief 

introduction seems to announce the beginning of a dance (Example 49).  As 

shown in Example 49 (mm. 5-10), hemiola interrupts the flow of the 6/8 dance 

throughout “Preamble.”  Instead of relying on the left hand accompaniment to 

provide rhythmic support, the composer uses melodic accents rather than an 

accompaniment pattern to provide the rhythm.  Each repetition of a is more 
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elaborate than its predecessor.  The introductory announcement is repeated as the 

coda.  Material from the introduction is used in the coda. 

 

Example 49 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Preamble, mm. 1-6. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 The reflective “Aria” contains a brooding blues-flavored melody 

accompanied by static harmony (Example 50, mm. 1-3).  “Aria” consists of five 

phrases which are based on the initial melody.  Each phrase is varied in length and 

harmony, and the third phrase builds to the climax of the movement.  Frequent 

changes of time signature allow La Montaine to notate which beats he wants 

stressed in the irregular phrases. 
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Example 50 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Aria, mm. 1-2. Reproduced 

by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 

Example 51 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Burlesque, mm. 1-4. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 

Example 52 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Burlesque, mm. 15-18. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 “Burlesque,” in ABA form, opens with playful imitation between the 

hands (Example 51, mm. 1-4).  As seen in example 52 (m. 16-19), the humorous 

atmosphere is enhanced by quick changes of register.  In the comic manner of a 

burlesque, La Montaine at first seems to aim for a tonal center of A, before 
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ultimately settling a tritone away on Eb.  The B section also contains humorous 

elements as the dance rhythm of ostinato fifths is interrupted by bitonal, 

arpeggiated figures (Example 53, mm. 40-45).  The A section is repeated and the 

work closes with a coda which is an extension of the A section’s closing material. 

 

Example 53 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Burlesque, mm. 39-46. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 “For Those Who Mourn” opens with inconsolable repeated chords, each 

marked with a diminuendo, followed by a bitonal stepwise figure (Example 54).  

Its phrases in aa
1
ba

2
 scheme use repetition and a slow tempo to create a somber 

mood.  The third phrase, marked slightly faster, contains the most active melodic 

material in this short piece, as well as its emotional climax. 
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Example 54 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, For Those Who Mourn, mm. 

1-4. Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

 After its solemn predecessor, the delicate “Intermezzo” restores movement 

to the Six Dance Preludes.  With an aa
1
ba

1
 phrase plan, each phrase of this 

delicate, flowing, 6/8 dance is interrupted in the sixth measure of each phrase by a 

stubborn hemiola (Example 55).  Emphasizing the work’s use of melodic thirds, 

each a phrase ends with a harmonic third using the same pitches, C and E. 

 

Example 55 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, Intermezzo, mm. 1-8. 

Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 
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 The rollicking “For Those Who Dance” is the longest of the Six Dance 

Preludes, and its formal scheme is the most complex: ABCA
1
B

1
.  A vibrant 

atmosphere is established at the outset, with thirds spelled out in a rapid, repeating 

figure leading into an upward arpeggio (Example 56).  This energetic material 

propels the A section forward.  Juxtaposition of major and minor and bitonality 

enrich the harmonic interest of the piece.  The chords of the Alla marcia at the 

beginning of the B section temporarily slow the rhythm.  The B section gradually 

increases energy using arpeggios and rapid figures as in the A section.  A short 

respite is provided by the C section, with open fifths and slower rhythm.  

Vigorous rhythm signals the return of the A and B sections, with tension building 

to a final flourish at the close of the piece. 
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Example 56 John La Montaine, Six Dance Preludes, For Those Who Dance, mm. 

1-6. Reproduced by arrangement with Broude Brothers Limited. 

Jugoslav Dance 

 La Montaine wrote many piano works in 1957, some of which were 

published by Summy-Birchard either independently or as part of Frances Clark’s 

Library for Piano Students. One work not published at that time, Jugoslav Dance, 

was self-published in facsimile in 1974 and is a virtuoso example of La 

Montaine’s love of dance music. 

The Jugoslav Dance features a lively, unrelenting 7/8 rhythm (Example 

57) that propels the work forward and is characteristic of Bulgarian and southern 

Yugoslavian dance. 
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 57. John La Montaine, Jugoslav Dance, mm. 1-7. 

Its animated rhythms and Lydian harmony recall Béla Bartók’s Six Dances in 

Bulgarian Rhythm.  La Montaine consistently subdivides the 7/8 as 2+2+3; to 

underscore the work’s vigorous nature it is important for the performer to bring 

out the first note in each group of three. The opening melody is repeated 

continually throughout the work and is passed back and forth between treble and 

bass in various transpositions.  Two brief passages of canonic writing provide 

respite from the thumping chords and swirling octaves of most of the work. Its 

lively rhythms and varied technical challenges can make Jugoslav Dance appeal 

to an advanced high school student. 

Three Pieces for Piano Solo 

 The three works published by La Montaine as Three Pieces for Piano Solo 

have little else in common except that, according to him, they are all dance 

pieces.
96

  Indeed, when he first recorded them each of the Three Pieces for Piano 

Solo was issued on a separate record album.  La Montaine wrote in the liner notes 

to one of these: “The combination of the piano with the dance begins in the 
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humblest of dance studios and ends on the great stages of the world, ennobled by 

the finest choreographers and dancers.”
97

 The first composition, “Birds,” was 

written in 1962. “A Summer’s Day,” a transcription of a La Montaine song, dates 

from 1957.  The third, “Venice West Blues,” was composed in 1960.  Fredonia 

Press published Three Pieces for Piano Solo after 1962.   

 “Birds” is based on bird-calls heard by La Montaine during his worldwide 

travels. The composer subsequently recast “Birds” as “Birds of Paradise,” a set of 

variations for piano and orchestra, published in 1965. Its score was used by 

choreographer Gerald Arpino in his ballet “Nightwings,” which was in the 

repertory of the Joffrey Ballet.   

 The twelve-note serial theme of “Birds” (Example 58) is stated alone 

twice, followed by three variations. Slow repetition of the serial theme and very 

widely spaced sonorities throughout lend a static feel to the work.  Sharply 

contrasted dynamics animate the upper voices.  The first variation contrasts the 

high-register “bird” material and its low-register augmentation create an ethereal 

damper pedal effect.  The second variation is longer and contains more bird 

chatter in two independent high register voices over the rumbling, slow, low-

register voice. An elaborate and dramatic virtuoso cadenza for a solo bird closes 

the work.  
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 58. John La Montaine, Three Pieces for Piano Solo, Birds, mm. 1-2. 

 “A Summer’s Day” is the composer’s transcription of his song “Shall I 

Compare Thee To A Summer’s Day?,” the fifth song from his cycle Six Sonnets 

of Shakespeare, Op. 12, written in 1950.  The full cycle was first performed in 

1958 by soprano Patricia Neway, with the composer at the piano, at Chicago’s 

Ambassador Hotel.
98

  This song is among La Montaine’s favorite compositions.
99

 

He wrote about the work: “The mood of the piece is bound closely to the text of 

the poem, which may be read in conjunction with the dance.  An intimate poem of 

adoration and sense of worth, planned for a pas de deux.”
100

   

 “A Summer’s Day” incorporates the vocal part of the song into the tenor 

line of the piano part, often requiring three staves for notation.  As the 

transcription score does not clearly indicate which notes form the vocal part of the 
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song, the performer should refer to the original vocal score.
101

  The transcription’s 

many lateral jumps challenge the pianist as he simultaneously plays the vocal line 

and its piano accompaniment.  In the first eight measures of “A Summer’s Day,” 

which correspond to the song’s piano introduction (Example 59), a warm E-Major 

key, gently flowing melody, slow harmonic rhythm, widely spaced sonorities, and 

soft dynamic combine to create a sense of peace.   

 

 59. John La Montaine, Three Pieces for Piano Solo, “A Summer’s Day,” mm. 1-

8. 

Although Shakespeare’s text does not accompany the transcription, it has a 

bearing on events within the work, particularly dynamic levels, which correspond 

to the text.  For example, in the third line of the sonnet, “Rough winds do shake 

the darling buds of May,” measures 19-22, La Montaine indicates a tempo 

increase and forte dynamic.   
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 “Venice West Blues” refers to the Venice West neighborhood of Los 

Angeles. In the late 1960s this area was known as “the slum by the sea,” 

populated by drug addicts and motorcycle gangs.  As La Montaine wrote, 

[“Venice West Blues”] “captures an atmosphere of darkness, defeat and despair, a 

musical realization of the under side of life as seen in the community of Venice, 

California in the ‘60s.  It is dedicated to criminal lawyer Al Matthews, known for 

his aid to the less fortunate members of our society.”
102

   

 “Venice West Blues,” with a tempo marking of “Indolent,” is the darkest 

of La Montaine’s solo piano compositions.  A slow, ruminating work, it explores 

the lowest registers of the piano (Example 60).  The 12/8 time signature and 

brooding, low-register ostinato under its blues harmonies inhibit forward motion 

and express feelings of abject hopelessness. 

 

 60. John La Montaine, Three Pieces for Piano Solo, “Venice West Blues,” mm. 

1-6. 
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The work can be divided into three major sections, the first two of which 

are each a sixteen-bar blues turnaround in Eb.  The third section builds almost 

unbearable tension through a prolonged stay on the Ab subdominant, creating the 

work’s climax as through gradually increasing dynamics and surging to ever 

higher registers until a fermata punctuates the work’s highest point.  The third 

phrase ends with a stormy descent to an utterly desperate sff second-inversion Cb 

Major chord, before reluctantly returning to the tonic Eb and a quiet coda to close 

the work. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY 

 John La Montaine’s works for all levels of the solo piano literature are 

distinguished by lively rhythms and rich contrapuntal interest.  Creative imagery 

engages the elementary pianist’s imagination.  His larger works for advanced 

pianists provide opportunities for variety in articulation and tone.  Mostly tonally 

centered, his works show the influences of Bartók, Messiaen, and Hindemith.   

 After reaching the age of thirty-seven, John La Montaine wrote little for 

solo piano.  His youthful piano lessons and initial career in piano performance 

made the piano an ideal vehicle for his early compositions.  Later in his career, a 

steady stream of commissions for orchestral and choral works most likely 

diverted his attention from solo piano composition.   

 Although beyond the scope of this research paper, La Montaine wrote 

seven works, including four concertos, the first of which won a Pulitzer Prize in 

1959, for solo piano with orchestra.  These works could provide opportunities for 

further research and performance.  Chamber works include sonata for cello and 

piano, and another sonata for piccolo and piano.  Pearl McGinnis wrote 

extensively about his many songs for voice and piano accompaniment.  It is hoped 

that extensive personal diaries kept by the composer will be made available to 

future researchers.  
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__________. Twelve Relationships, Opus 10.  A Set of Canons for Piano. 

Hollywood, CA: privately printed, 1965. Reproduction of composer’s 

manuscript. 

__________. Twelve Relationships, Opus 10.  A Set of Canons for Piano. New 

York: Carl Fischer, 1965. 

Schumann, Robert. Kinderszenen, Op. 15.  Vienna: Wiener Urtext Edition, 1973. 
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APPENDIX A 

1984 CATALOG 
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APPENDIX B 

1995 CATALOG 
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APPENDIX C 

LIST OF SOLO PIANO WORKS 
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Toccata, Op. 1 – 1957, Broude Brothers 

Sonata for Piano, Op. 3 – 1950, Eastman School of Music, Carl Fischer, Fredonia 

Press 

A Child’s Picture Book, Op. 7 – 1957, Broude Brothers, Fredonia Press 

Twelve Relationships: A Set of Canons for Piano, Op. 10 – 1965, Carl Fischer 

Fuguing Set, Op. 14 – 1965, Carl Fischer 

Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18 – 1964, Broude Brothers 

Copycats, Op. 26 – 1957, Summy-Birchard Company, Fredonia Press 

Sparklers – 1957, Summy-Birchard Company, Fredonia Press 

Jugoslav Dance – 1974, Fredonia Press  

Three Pieces for Piano Solo – Fredonia Press 

Birds – 1962 

A Summer’s Day: after a sonnet of Shakespeare – 1957 

Venice West Blues – 1960 

Questioning – 1964, Oxford University Press 

 

Two publishers are listed in some instances because in later years La Montaine 

bought back the rights to some of his compositions. The non-chronological order 

of the copyright and publication dates suggests that some pieces may have been 

written long before their publication date. 
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APPENDIX D 

LIST OF JOHN LA MONTAINE RECORDINGS AS PERFORMER 
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Bach Partitas, John La Montaine, piano.  Bach Partita II in C Minor and Partita 

VI in E Minor.  Fredonia Discs FDCD-30 (2003). 

 

Chopin Etudes, John La Montaine, Roland 5500 Digital Piano. Chopin Etudes, 

Op. 10 and Op. 25, complete.  Fredonia Discs FDCD-29 (2003).  Compact disc. 

 

Compositions for Electronic Keyboard, John La Montaine, electronic keyboard.  

Includes Trinkets and Toys, Jaunty, Friendship, Trapeze, That Special Part of 

You, Simple Simon, After-Thoughts, and Toys and Trinkets.  Fredonia Discs 

FDCD-31 (2004).  Compact disc. 

 

Conversations, Twelve Relationships, Fuguing Set, John La Montaine, piano.  

Includes Twelve Relationships, Op. 10, and Fuguing Set, Op. 14.  Fredonia Discs 

FD-5.  Long-playing record. 

 

Hanson Piano Concerto/Mosaics; La Montaine Birds of Paradise, Alfred 

Mouledous (Hanson), piano; and John La Montaine (La Montaine), piano.  

Eastman-Rochester Orchestra, Howard Hanson, conductor.  Mercury Records 

SR90430.  Long-playing record. 

 

In Memoriam For Paul J. Sifler, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Sifler 

Prelude and Farewell; La Montaine Remembrance; Beethoven Hammer-klavier 

Sonata, Adagio Sostenuto; Sifler Slovenian Folk Songs; Sifler The Despair and 

Agony of Dachau; Sifler Prelude: God of Might.  Fredonia Discs FDCD-22 

(2000).  Compact disc. 

 

John La Montaine, pianist, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Chopin Sonata in 

Bb Minor, Op. 35, and works by La Montaine: Sonata for Piano, Op. 3; A Child’s 

Picture Book, Op. 7; and Toccata, Op. 1.  Dorian Records DR-332.  Long-playing 

record. 

 

Music for the Dance, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Three Pieces for Piano 

Solo and Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18.  Fredonia Discs FD-3.  Long-playing 

record. 

 

Strauss and Elgar Violin Sonatas, with Jesse Tryon, violin.  (New York) Classic 

Editions CE-1019.  Long-playing record. 

 

Treasury of French Song, with Martial Singher, baritone.  (New York:1948) 

Columbia Records MM 878.  3 Long-playing records. 

 

Teaching Pieces, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Copycats, Op. 26, 

Questioning, Sparklers, A Child’s Picture Book, Op. 7.  Fredonia Discs FD-4.  

Long-playing record. 
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The Well-Tuned Keyboard, John La Montaine, electronic keyboard.  Johann 

Sebastian Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, Book II arranged for electronic 

keyboard and performed by John La Montaine.  Fredonia Discs FDCD-13 (2 

discs).  Compact disc. 

 

Works for Piano, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Toccata, Op. 1. Also 

includes La Montaine Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 59 performed by the composer 

and Sonata for Piano, Op. 3 performed by Ramon Salvatore.  Fredonia Discs 

FDCD-28 (2003).  Compact disc. 

 

Works for Piano, John La Montaine, piano.  Includes Three Pieces for Piano 

Solo; Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18; Twelve Relationships, Op. 10; Fuguing Set, 

Op. 14; Questioning; Sparklers.  Also includes a performance by Eliabeth 

Buccheri and Terree Shofner of Sonata for Piano Four Hands, Op. 25 by John La 

Montaine.  Fredonia Discs FDCD-19 (2000).  Compact disc. 
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APPENDIX E  

LIST OF RECORDINGS BY OTHERS  

OF JOHN LA MONTAINE SOLO PIANO WORKS 
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Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18.  On Music from America’s First and Second Cities, 

Steven Graff, piano.  Centaur CRC 2997 (2009).  Compact disc. 

 

Sonata for Piano, Op. 3.  On Music in the American Grain, Ramon Salvatore, 

piano.  Cedille Records CDR 90000 010 (1992).  Compact disc. 
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APPENDIX F 

A RECORDING OF THE SOLO PIANO WORKS BY JOHN LA MONTAINE, 

BY ANDREW O'BRIEN, PIANO 
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Tracks   Compact Disc 1 

 

1   Questioning 

 

   Six Dance Preludes, Op. 18 

2    Preamble 

3    Aria 

4    Burlesque 

5    For Those Who Mourn 

6    Intermezzo 

7    For Those Who Dance 

 

   Fuguing Set, Op. 14 

8    Prologue 

9    Fugue in G 

10    Pastorale 

11    Fugue in D 

12    Cadenza 

13    Fugue in C 

14    Epilogue 

 

15   Jugoslav Dance 

 

   Sonata for Piano, Op. 3 

16    Vigorous and turbulent 

17    Restrained but with deep feeling 

18    Slowly; Moderately, with increasing impetuosity 

 

 

 

ANDREW O’BRIEN, PIANO 
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Tracks   Compact Disc 2 

 

   Copycats, Op. 26 

1    Have you seen a copycat? 

2    Cuckoo 

3    Owl 

4    Walk and hop 

5    October 

6    Sing a song and clap your hands 

7    Shadow 

8    Where has our puppy dog gone? 

9    Alarums 

10    Hungarian lullaby 

11    Sing no more, it’s time to dance 

12    Winter song 

13    Blackbird 

14    Now let us dance 

 

15   Sparklers 

 

   A Child’s Picture Book, Op. 7 

16    Pageant 

17    Story for a Rainy Day 

18    Pussy Cat has a Dream 

19    Jack Frost 

20    The Giant Has a Hobby-Horse 

21    Even Coolies Watch the Sunset 

 

   Twelve Relationships, Op. 10 

22    Bold and Plain 

23    Teasing 

24    Plaintive 

25    Sprightly 

26    Bittersweet 

27    Wayward 

28    Saucy 

29    Entreating 

30    Piquant 

31    Brooding 

32    Spirited 

33    Jubilant 
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   Three Pieces for Piano Solo 

34    Birds 

35    A Summer’s Day 

36    Venice West Blues 

 

37   Toccata, Op. 1 

 

 

 

ANDREW O’BRIEN, PIANO 
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APPENDIX G 

PERMISSION TO USE MATERIALS 
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APPENDIX H 

IRB EXEMPTION 
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