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In the 1920s, a multitude of artistic experiments were carried out involving 
various boundary-crossing combinations of music, painting and film. One of the 
most important experimenters in this area was the Hungarian Alexander László, 
who is known especially for his Colorlight music – Farblichtmusik is the original 
term in German. His new art was first performed in 1925 in Kiel, Germany.
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As you see on this drawing from around 1925, during a performance of László's 
colorlight music, the auditorium was divided into three parts: the foreground, with 
the audience; the stage, with the pianist; and a screen in the back, used for 
projection. There were a total of four large projectors and four smaller ones, with 
the latter mounted in front of the stage. László's goal was to mix music with colors 
and forms, in a new type of artistic synthesis, for which he coined the term 
Farblichtmusik.

The pianist during the concerts was László himself. He was born in 1895 in 
Budapest as Sándor László, and he studied piano, composition and conducting at 
this city's conservatory. In 1915, he went to Berlin, Germany, where he changed 
his surname to Alexander, gave many piano concerts and seemed to be heading for 
a great career as a concert pianist. László was a very virtuoso pianist: From 1920 
to 22, he recorded 31 Welte-Mignon-rolls, mostly with transcriptions of 
symphonies of Beethoven and Schubert. László also conducted the Dresden 
Philharmonic Orchestra, and he toured with that orchestra through Sweden in 
1921.
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But then, around 1920, László conceived the idea of combining music and 
painting in a way that would subordinate neither art nor music. Since childhood, 
he had a learned association that he used intentionally to make his piano playing 
more 'beautiful'. Now he wanted to show his associations to the public. 

To this end, he began collaborating with the German painter Matthias Holl. Acting 
on László's ideas, Holl painted watercolor pictures, which were based closely on 
László's associations he had while playing the piano. Each of these pictures is 
correlated with one of László's compositions. These paintings were transferred 
onto slides, for projection onto a screen. Four projectors were used, along with a 
sort of mixer, from which the projection was coordinated. Significantly, the 
projectors were specially modified. László added mechanical innovations in front 
of them, such as color-modulating filters and special wheels that could integrate 
images of rotating geometric figures with the projections. These features made 
possible additional types of color and form changes. 

During the concerts, he normally played the piano on stage, while his staff 
operated the slide projectors. László published a total of three compositions in 
1925 and 26. All of them were for piano with colored light: Dreams op. 9, with 
five movements; op. 10: eleven Preludes, each named after a color; op. 11: A 
Sonatina, in three movements. Above the score, László added instructions for how 
the colors were to be played. The colored light was projected onto a tripartite 
screen and onto a special construction mounted at the top of the screen. László’s 
music often consists of triadic and tonal arpeggios with chromatic alterations, 
along with an accompanying melody. It is in the style of virtuoso romantic salon 
music with impressionistic elements. 

László developed three different kinds of colorlight music:
1. Light-ornaments. The idea here was to link music and light within the same 
mood. A colored ornament, similar to the images produced by a kaleidoscope, was 
projected onto a screen or the ceiling of the hall, while the music played. The 
picture was not changed during the performance, and a special color was chosen 
for each composition. 
2. Russian color music. Here, the intention was for the light to support the overall 
effect. Music was the important art, while light and colors had to be subordinate. 
For example, László would play an etude by Scriabin or some pieces by 
Rachmaninoff. After a while, the whole room would be filled with colored light. 
Within a few minutes the color of the light would change. 
3. The real Farblichtmusik. This we might compare to a film screening, since only 
the screen (and not, for example, the ceiling) was used for projection of light. The 
idea was to get a synthesis in which music and painting would each appear as 
equally important arts. For this type of colorlight music, László played his own 
compositions, while showing paintings that Holl had produced especially for this 
art form. 

Between 1925 and 27 László gave more than 1000 performances of his colorlight 
music throughout all of Germany. The public popularity was huge, for example, 
during the 6-month exhibition GeSoLei in Duesseldorf, more than 40,000 persons 
attended performances of his art. Hundreds of reviews of these events appeared in 
newspapers and magazines in many different countries. It is important to 
remember that movies in 1925 were in black and white and were still silent. 
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Listening to music while seeing moving, colored pictures on a screen was a totally 
new experience for audiences.

While the reviews exhibited a wide spectrum of opinions, from Birth of a new art 
form to Kitsch, the negative reviews predominated. They advanced that the 
picture-music combinations were not understandable, that they were purely 
subjective and exchangeable. Some wrote, that the colorlight music was not art, 
but decorative arts.

At the end of 1927, László turned away from his colorlight music and began to 
conduct and compose film music. Because he was half Jewish, he had to flee from 
the Nazis in 1933. He went first to Budapest, and from there, in 1938, with the 
help of László Moholy-Nagy, he emigrated to New York. There he returned to his 
colorlight music and worked to develop it further. Together with the composer 
John W. Haussermann Junior, a wealthy heir, he founded the American 
Colorlight-Music Society. He worked again at his colorlight music, but no 
performance can be proved to have taken place. But in 1939, he worked out two 
lectures about the history of colorlight music.

In 1943, László got an offer to go to Hollywood, where he composed the music 
for some 35 films and for numerous TV series. His music for the cinema - mostly 
for low-budget productions - encompasses several genres: melodrama, crime, 
children's entertainment, adventure, science fiction. Although colorlight music 
was now a closed chapter in his life, with his film music he still worked at 
combining pictures with music. László died in Los Angeles in 1970, just a few 
days before his 75th birthday.

His colorlight music is a typical avantgarde project from the 1920s in the context 
of abstract film. With his new art form László became a pioneer of what we today 
name Visual music. 

Appendix: In 2006, a book in German language Farbe – Licht – Musik. 
Synästhesie und Farblichtmusik (Color – Light – Music. Synesthesia and 
Colorlight music) (see References) was published. It was the result of a combined 
artistic-scientific project at the conservatory in Zürich, Switzerland. One part of 
this project was an actual new version of László’s colorlight music. For this, the 
pianist Oliver Schnyder recorded several of László’s compositions; and the digital 
artist Jan Schacher created his own actual version, inspired by historical 
documents. In addition to this book, in 2009, a DVD Color • Light • Music. 
Synesthesia & Color-Light-Music (Art Adventures) was edited by Natalia Sidler. 

References (all written by Jörg Jewanski)
 2012. “László, Alexander”. In: Manuel Gervink and Matthias Bückle (eds.), Lexikon der 

Filmmusik. Personen – Sachbegriffe zu Theorie und Praxis – Genres, 296-297, Laaber.
 2012. “The visions of Oskar Fischinger and Alexander László in 1935/36 about a new kind of 

visualizing music”. In: Cindy Keefer and Jaap Guldemond (eds.), Oskar Fischinger. 1900-
1967. Experiments in Cinematic Abstraction, 135-138, exhibition catalogue EYE 
Filmmuseum Amsterdam.

 2010. “Color Organs: From the Clavecin Oculaire to Autonomous Light Kinetics”. In: Dieter 
Daniels and Sandra Naumann (eds.), See This Sound. Audiovisual Compendium, 76-87, 
Cologne.

 2010. “’I gradually recognised that the best music for my films is something that is not music 
at all but a tapestry of sound.’ The visions of Oskar Fischinger and Alexander László in 
1935/36 about a new kind of visualizing music”. In: Иpинa Вaнeчкинa et al. (Ред.), 



4

Галeeвcкиe чтeния: Мaтepиaлы Meждyнapoднoй нayчнo-пpaктичecкoй кoнфepeнции 
(„Пpoмeтeй“-2010) Кaзaнъ 2010 гoдa [Irina Vane

 kina et al. (eds.), Galeev Readings. Materials of the scientific-practical conference 
(‚Prometheus’ - 2010) Kazan’ 2010], 95-103, Kazan’.

 2007. “Color organs and their connection with synaesthesia. Three case studies: Castel – 
Rimington – László”. In: Fundacíon Internacional Artecittà and Maria José de Córdoba (eds.), 
Actas II Congreso Internacional de Sinestesia: Ciencia y Arte Granada 2007, 527-535, 
Granada (CD-ROM).

 2006. Farbe – Licht – Musik. Synästhesie und Farblichtmusik, Bern [ed. with Natalia Sidler): 
- “Eine neue Kunstform – Die Farblichtmusik Alexander Lászlós”, 211-265. 
- “Aktualisierte Neufassung von Alexander Lászlós Sonatina für Klavier und Farblicht op. 11: 
Der Notentext”, 345-353.
- “Alexander László, Der erste Schritt in die Öffentlichkeit - 'Die Farblichtmusik' (März 
1925)”, ed. by Jewanski, 267-271. 
- “Alexander László, Der Vortrag bei der Erstaufführung - 'Über Farblichtmusik' (Juni 1925)”, 
ed. by Jewanski, 272-275.
- “Alexander László, Die Farblichtmusik und ihre Forschungsgebiete. Ein Vortrag für 
Universitäten, Colleges und musikalische Hochschulen (Dezember 1939)”, ed. by Jewanski, 
276-337.
- “Else Luz László, Rückblickend und resümierend - Erfinderschicksal vor 25 Jahren: Die 
Farblichtmusik (November 1952)”, ed. by Jewanski, 338-343.
- “Der Zweck dieser Musik bestand ja in der Visualisierung durch das Farblicht. Oliver 
Schnyder im Gespräch”, 353-356.
- “Holls Bilder dienten eher als Inspiration, denn als eigentliche Quelle. Interview mit Jan 
Schacher”, 356-371.

 2002. “Die neue Synthese des Geistes. Zur Synästhesie-Euphorie der Jahre 1925-1933”. In: 
Hans Adler and Ulrike Zeuch (eds.), Synästhesie. Interferenz – Transfer – Synthese. 
Symposium an der Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel 1999, 239-248, Würzburg.

 2001. “László, Alexander”. In: Stanley Sadie (ed.), The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, London, Vol. 14, 322-323.

 2000. “Wie ein Komet am Sternenhimmel. Die Erstaufführung von Alexander Lászlós 
Farblichtmusik am 16. Juni 1925”. In: Antje Erben, Clemens Gresser and Arne Stollberg 
(eds.), Grenzgänge - Übergänge: Musikwissenschaft im Dialog. Bericht über das 13. 
Internationale Symposium des Dachverbandes der Studierenden der Musikwissenschaft 
Frankfurt 1998, 51-81, Hamburg 2000.

 1998. “Ich brauche mich mit ‘Geschäften’ nicht mehr zu befassen, nur mit Kunst." Alexander 
László und die Weiterentwicklung seiner Farblichtmusik im amerikanischen Exil”. 
Exilforschung. Ein internationales Jahrbuch 16 (= Exil und Avantgarden), 194-228.

 1998. “Auf der Suche nach dem Gesamtkunstwerk. Der Pianist Alexander László und die 
Farblichtmusik”. Piano News. Magazin für Klavier und Flügel (2), 28-32.

 1998. “’Your taste and mine are meeting each other...’ Künstlerische und biografische 
Parallelen zwischen László Moholy-Nagy und Alexander László”. In: Gottfried Jäger and 
Gudrun Wessing (eds.), über moholy-nagy. Ergebnisse aus dem Internationalen László 
Moholy-Nagy Symposium Bielefeld 1995, 215-224, Bielefeld 1997.

 1997. “Die Farblichtmusik Alexander Lászlós”. Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 60 (1), 12-43; 
doi: 10.2307/1482843.

 1996. “Cвeтoмyзыкa Aлeкcaндpa Лacлo”. в: Бyлaт Гaлeeв (Ред.), Элeктpoникa, мyзикa, 
cвeт (к 100-дeтию co дня poждeния Л.C.Tepмeнa): мeждyнapoднoй нayчнo-
пpaктичecкoй кoнфepeнция: Мaтepиaлы, Кaзaнъ 1996 гoдa , Кaзaнъ, 67-70 [“Die 
Farblichtmusik Alexander Lászlós”. In: Bulat Galeeev (ed.), Electronics, light, music (to the 
100th anniversary of L. S. Theremin). Materials of the scientific-practical conference Kazan’ 
1996], 67-70, Kazan’.

September 2015


