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Abstract: We are going to discuss the most innovative musical contributions produced by John 
Cage. Our intention is also to identify some significant connections with philosophical ideas of 
the same period pointing out in this way the fact that the artistic thought of the 20th century 
was strongly connected to the achievements of scientific knowledge of the time and to the 
philosophical thought and methods specific for that period. We are also going to establish some 
connections between Cage’s musical innovations and the contribution of some avant-gardist 
painters. In the final part of this article we will point out some connections between Cage’s 
music and certain philosophical ideas, especially those promoted by Henry Bergson, taking into 
account Cage’s “Lecture on Nothing”. 

Keywords: new music, silence, nothing, prepared piano, chance, indeterminacy. 

Резюме: В статията се обсъждат най-иновативните музикални приноси на композитора 
Джон Кейдж. Целта на статията е да се идентифицират някои значими връзки на 
творчеството на Кейдж с философските идеи от 20 век. Освен това в нея се установяват 
връзките между музикалните иновации на композитора и творчеството на някои 
авангардисти. Във основа на анализ на “Лекцията за нищото” на Кейдж в заключителната 
част на статията се подчертава връзката на музиката му специално с философията на 
Анри Бергсон. Примерът с музиката на Кейдж служи да покаже, че изобщо 
художествената мисъл на 20 век е свързана с философската мисъл на епохата и 
постиженията в областта на научното познание. 

Ключови думи: нова музика, тишина, нищо, “подготвено пиано”, шанс, неопределеност. 
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The art of the 20th century or what is usually called the avant-garde and the contemporary art 
means a profound change from what the European artistic thought had conceived before. All 
the types of art changed dramatically their methods of expression and sources of inspiration 
during this century including music. Starting with the dodecaphonic music created by Arnold 
Schonberg, the music of the 20th century or “the new music” in Theodor Adorno’s words 
(Adorno 1962) proposed us an extended exploration of sounds which made possible a wider 
expression of feelings and sensations somehow in accordance with the evolution of the human 
being during the new epoch of industrialization and new technological thinking which changed 
a lot our way of understanding life and our place and role in the world. 

One of the musicians who followed and also developed the dodecaphonic music was the 
American John Cage (1912-1992). He is considered a neo avant-gardist artist being strongly 
influenced by Arnold Schonberg. He was a composer, music theorist and artist. He is considered 
as one of the most influential artists of the 20th century due to his explorations in the 
indeterminacy or chance in music, electro acoustic music and unusual use of musical 
instruments. 

We are going to discuss his most innovative musical contributions pointing out in the same time 
some aspects of his biography which marked significant moments in his artistic carrier. Our 
intention is also to identify some significant connections with philosophical ideas of the same 
period pointing out in this way the fact that the artistic thought of the 20th century was strongly 
connected to the achievements of scientific knowledge of the time and to the philosophical 
thought and methods specific for that period. There is a specific meaning of the artistic style: 
the cultural style. This type of style does not belong to a certain artist; it is not an analysis of an 
individual way of expression. It refers to an entire cultural period including groups of artists, 
cultural movements and even a wider perspective which include also the modernization of the 
human thought, generally speaking, during that period. The cultural style of the 20th century is 
manifest also in John Cage’s artistic productions. 

Artistic career 

In 1928 John Cage graduated his high school studies and received a prize in a competition for 
ingenious propositions: his proposition was “A day of quiet for all Americans”. He said that by 
being silent, people should have the opportunity to hear what other people think.1 In this way 
the young John Cage anticipated his work 4’33” by more than 30 years. 

He then started to visit Europe for 18 months. In Paris he followed courses of various arts 
(Gothic and Greek architecture, painting, poetry and music). Meanwhile he got familiar with 
contemporary music especially with works written by Igor Stravinsky or Paul Hindemith as 
well as with classical music especially J. S. Bach. When visiting Spain, he manifested a deep 
interest in theater, witnessing “the multiplicity of simultaneous visual and audible events all 
going together in one’s experience, producing enjoyment”. These words could be considered 
as another anticipation of his future interest in other type of art happenings. 
                                                            
1 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Cage: All quotations that follow containing John Cages’ words are from 
this site checked on November 22, 2021. Our underlining. 
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In 1933, after his cultural visit to Europe, he focused on music rather than painting and already 
wrote compositions based on a 25 tone row similar to the 12 tone row of the dodecaphonic 
Schonberg’s music. At that time, Henry Cowell2 advised him to address to Arnold Schonberg 
himself for class composition. It seems that Cage did not have the money to pay the classes but 
promised to the composer to dedicate himself for his entire life to music. The composer offered 
to tutor him free of charge. He studied two years with Schonberg in California at UCLA. 
Schonberg was not at all impressed by Cage’s composition abilities. In a later interview, he said 
that none of his American students was a valuable composer. However, referring to Cage he 
added: “there was one... of course he’s not a composer, he’s an inventor – of genius”.3 Cage 
adopted this appreciation and he always denied being a composer. 

During 1937-1949 

He had numerous jobs including dance accompanist at UCLA. This activity determined his 
lifelong association with modern dance. He produced music for choreographies.  

He also started experimenting with unorthodox instruments (household items, metal sheets, 
etc.), thinking as Oskar Fishinger that “everything in the world has a spirit that can be released 
through its sound”4 and hence he began exploring the sounds produced by hitting various non-
musical objects – a form of experimental percussion music. Cage organized a percussion 
ensemble that toured the West Coast and brought him a certain fame. His experiments seem 
similar to the readymades proposed by Duchamp as new objects of art. Non-musical objects 
were similar to what was unusual for artistic objects in an exhibition (a wheel for bike, a bottle 
dryer, a shovel, etc.), they were only objects of daily life. However, Marcel Duchamp brought 
them in art exhibitions naming them “readymades”. His idea revolutionized the artistic thought 
of that time raising a significant question for the world of art: which objects should belong to 
art and which not. 

The same question appears now by John Cage’s challenge: the objects he used for percussion 
were not musical instruments, they belonged to the daily life and the sounds they produced were 
not considered musical sounds in the classical tradition. The most famous work is Water Walk. 
There are also other works as Imaginary landscape 4 (for 12 radio receivers), First construction, 
William Mix, Variation III  

 “When I hear what we call music, it seems to me that someone is talking. And talking about 
his feeling or about his ideas of relationships. But when I hear traffic, the sound of traffic – here 
on Sixth Avenue, for instance – I don’t have the feeling that anyone is talking. I have the feeling 
that sound is acting. And I love the activity of sound ... I don’t need sound to talk to me”.5 

We have to mention that the interest for noises and non-musical sounds was also explored by 
the Dada artists in those soirées dadaïstes organized in Zurich and later on in Paris by Tristan 

                                                            
2 Henry Cowell was a composer and also a music theorist who made many experiments in rhythm, harmony and 
instrumental sonorities, which were considered as very courageous. He was a famous musician in America during 
those times. 
3 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Cage. Checked on November 22, 2022. 
4 Ibidem. 
5 John Cage about silence: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pcHnL7aS64Y. Checked on November 22, 2021. 
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Tzara, Marcel Janco, Richard Huelsenbeck or Kurt Schwitters. The Dadaist artists explored the 
sonorities of pronounced words or only simple parts of words in what they called poèmes 
bruitistes. See for example Hugo Ball’s Katzen und Pfauen and Gadji Beri Bimba, Kurt 
Schwitters’ Oowenduumir, Simultangedischt or L’Amiral cherche une chambre à louer written 
by Tristan Tzara. 

In 1940  John Cage’s reputation was enhanced further as he invented the prepared piano – a 
piano which had had its sound altered by objects placed on, beneath or between the strings. See 
for example Sonatas and Interludes (for prepared piano) and Suite for toy piano in which John 
Cage uses a real toy-piano. This concept was originally intended for a performance staged in a 
room too small to include a full percussion ensemble and the sounds produced by that prepared 
piano seemed to satisfy Cage’s percussion purposes. Cage also met the dancer Merce 
Cunningham who was to become his lifelong partner and artistic collaborator. 

In 1941, Laszlo Moholy Nagy6 invited him to teach at the Chicago School of Design and then, 
in 1942 he moved to New York and lived together with Peggy Guggenheim and Max Ernst in 
their house. He had thus the opportunity to meet the great artists of the time: Marcel Duchamp, 
Piet Mondrian, André Breton, Jackson Pollock, and others valuable artists of the time. Such 
meetings and talks helped him to reach a better understanding in exploring topics of the artistic 
thought and to clarify his own way for new explorations. 

In 1952, Cage composed his best known and most controversial creation: 4’33”. The score 
instructs the performer not to play the instrument during the entire duration of the piece and is 
meant to be perceived as consisting of the sounds of the environment that the listeners hear 
while it is not performed. There is another silent work, 0’00” (dating from1962 – also known 
as 4’33”no.2). The score of 0’00” consists of a single sentence: “In a situation provided with 
maximum amplification, perform a disciplined action”. The first performance had Cage who 
simply wrote that sentence.  

These works prove his interest in silence considered, from an artistic point of view, as valuable 
as the action of sounds. 

The year 1946 represents for John Cage his meeting with Indian philosophy and music and with 
D.T. Suzuki’s lectures on Zen Buddhism and works by Coomaraswamy. The first works 
inspired by Indian concepts were Sonatas and Interludes (for prepared piano). The goal of 
Indian music is “to sober and quiet the mind thus rendering it susceptible of divine influences” 
as John Cage usually said. 

In 1951 he discovers I Ching, the Chineese classic text which describes  a symbol system used 
to identify order in chance events. The I Ching is commonly used for divination but for Cage it 
became a tool to compose using chance or indeterminancy. To compose a piece of music, Cage 
would come up with questions to ask the I Ching. For Cage this meant “imitating nature in its 
manner of operation”. Sounds were thus free from the composer’s will as he mentioned in his 
Interview on silence. F.W.J. Schelling reffers in one of his works About the relationship 

                                                            
6 Laszlo Moholy Nagy was a famous artist and Professor at the Bauhaus School of art. He was influenced by the 
constructivist movement and was deeply convinced about the necessity of modernizing art by technology and 
industry. He left Europe at the beginning of the Second World War and went to the USA. 
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between the plastic arts and nature to the concept of mimesis as imitation and he remarks that 
there are two manners to imitate nature: 1) in a first and usual sens, imitating nature would 
suppose the imitation of nature’s products as fixed, well established forms while 2) in a second 
sens, nature is considered as an eternally creative force [our underlining] generating a living 
essence which is active in nature’s products. In this second case the beauty results from that 
life, that dynamics which is active inside nature’s products and the artists should represent that 
living essence (Schelling 1992: 477-535). Or this is, in our opinion, the way John Cage 
considered sounds as belonging to nature. 

W. Kandinsky in his Spirituality in Art rediscovers these ideas at the beginning of the 20th 
century (Kandinsky 1993). He remarked that the new art of the 20th century felt the need to go 
back to origins which it found in nature or in the inner human life. The new art was looking 
deeper, for subtle emotions, unexplainable, impossible to imagine before. “The art for the sake 
of art” was “a worn out” theory considered Kandinsky and many other artists of the beginning 
of the century.  The movement or the action was the real subject of this new art, the movement 
of thought and the movement of life. Schonberg and his music marked the beginning of the 
“music for the future”. It was “the new beauty”. 

In paintings, the expression through color was a pure pictorial notation. Color was that 
component of painting capable to suggest the flow of life, the continuous becoming. 
 

 
Wassily Kandinsky, To the Unknown Voice (1916) 

The difference considered as lack of harmony between form and color was for Kandinsky a 
chance for another, new harmony. Rhythmicity/a-rhythmicity, counterpoints of art or 
dissonances where an inner necessity of the new art. In this case, what was ugly was only what 
was not correlated with the inner necessity. “It is nice what comes from the inner necessity. 
Sometimes what is nice in an inner perspective is ugly from an external one” (Kandinsky 1993: 
46). 

The I Ching became for Cage the standard tool for composition, he used it in every work 
composed after 1951. I Cing divination involves obtaining a hexagram random generation (such 
as tossing coins), then reading the chapter associated with that hexagram. John Cage produced 
even a chart system which he used during the process of artistic production for the large piano 
work Music of Changes (1951) and also for Imaginary Landscape No. 4 for 12 radio receivers. 
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He also applied chance operation  to star charts especially for Atlas Eclipticalis (1961-62) or 
Etudes Australes (1974-75) or Etudes Boreales (1978). His Etudes are extremely difficult to 
perform as he usually said: “A performance would show that the impossible is not impossible.” 

He also used chance procedures for pre-existing music written by other composers. For example 
Cheap imitation (1969) is based on Erik Satie’s works. Cage’s method of using the I Ching was 
far from simple randomization. The procedures varied from composition to composition and 
were usually complex. 

For example, for his work Cheap Imitation, the questions were: 

1. Which of the seven modes, if we take as modes the seven scales beginning on white 
notes and remaining on whit notes, which of those am I using? 

2. Which of the twelve possible chromatic transpositions am I using? 

3. For this phrase for which this transposition of this mode will apply, which note am I 
using of the seven to imitate the note that Satie wrote? 

Many works (especially those composed during the 1960’s, have instructions for the performer 
rather than fully notated music. Musicircus (1967) simply invites performers to assemble  and 
play together without containing a notated music. (The English National Opera became the first 
opera company, which hold Cage’s Musicircus on March 3, 2012 at the London Coliseum). 

The adoption of chance procedures had consequences for Cage’s reputation. Many valuable 
friendships and connections were lost for Cage. Pierre Boulez opposed to the use of chance and 
so were other composers as well as Stockhausen and Xenakis who promoted the serial music. 

In our opinion, the use of chance procedures in the process of art production is a crucial moment 
of separation from the classical tradition of creativity. It raises many problems concerning the 
identity of the work of art – who created it and in which proportion. It introduces in art the 
notion of relativity and accidentality or indeterminacy changing significantly how the work of 
art was going to be considered later on. It does not any follow model anymore; it only extends 
the probability as a normative rule of creativity. 

In these conditions, one could ask if this is still a real work of art, as it does not belong entirely 
to the artist. The next step in the recent history of art was the artistic production by computer 
and the media art. 

In our opinion, this chance procedure resembles to the way Jackson Pollock painted using the 
dripping method. However, there is a significant difference: while Pollock considered his 
production the result of his impulses coming from his unconsciousness in a surrealist meaning, 
John Cage was perfectly aware of using his chance method. 
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Jackson Pollock and his dripping method 

 
Jackson Pollock, Number 8 (1949) 

 
John Cage, Scores 
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Another significant innovative contribution was what would become known later as happening 
or performance art. In 1952 at Black Mountain College, an avant-garde institute in North 
Carolina – Asheville, Cage organized the first happening – Untitled event – a multilayered and 
multi media performance event. Happenings were for Cage theatrical events that abandon the 
traditional concept of stage-audience and occur without a sense of definite duration. Instead, 
these actions depend on chance or indeterminacy. They have a minimal script with no plot. A 
happening occurs in the present attempting to arrest the concept of passing time. Cage believed 
that theater was the closest route to integrating art and real life. That is why he manifested a 
deep interest in theater from the very beginning as we mentioned before. Theater was for him 
“the multiplicity of simultaneous visual and audible events all going together in one’s 
experience, producing enjoyment”. 

Since 1953 onward – he composed music for modern dance and Merce Cunningham adopted 
chance procedures too. He also taught classes in experimental music, which became sources of 
inspiration for Fluxus movement (an international network of artist, composers and designers). 

John Cage tried also to explore, especially during his last years of life, plastic art and media art. 
He was innovative again even in this domain as he used fire as one of his instruments of artistic 
production. He also produced some works as an artistic dialog with Marcel Duchamp. 

In 1959, his first book Silence was published. It contains the Lecture on Nothing, which we are 
going to resume and comment in the following pages. 

Here is a short abstract of the most significant ideas which are expressed in this lecture and 
which reflect John Cage’s understanding of what would mean silence and nothing for him. 

“What we require is silence but what silence requires is that I go on talking… 

There are silences and the words make, help make the silences… I have nothing to say and I 
am saying it and that is poetry as I need it. This is a composed talk 

For I am making it just as I make a piece of music. It is like a glass of milk. We need the glass 
and we need the mild. Or again it is like an empty glass into which at any moment anything 
may be poured. 

We possess nothing. Our poetry now is the re-alization that we possess nothing. Anything 
therefore is a delight. 

What I am calling poetry is often called content. I myself have called it form. It is the continuity 
of a piece of music. Continuity today, when it is necessary, is a demonstration of 
disinterestedness. That is, it is a proof that our delight lies in not pos-sesing anything. 

Structure is simple because it can be thought out, figured out, measured. It is a discipline which 
accepted, in return, it accepts whatever...even those rare moments of ecstasy. How could I better 
tell what structure is than simply to tell about this, this talk which is contained within a space 
of time, approximately forty minutes long? That forty minutes has been divided into five large 
parts, and each unit is divided likewise. Subdivision involving a square root is the only possible 
subdividion which permits this micro-macrocosmic thythmic structure, which I find so 
acceptable and accepting. As you see, I can say anything. It makes very little difference what I 
say or even how I say it. 
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(…) 

We are passing through the fourth part of a unit which is the second unit in the second large 
part of this talk. 

Now begins the third unit of the second part. 

Now, the second part of that third unit… Now, its third part… Now, its fourth part… 

You have just ex-perienced the structure of this talk from a microcosmic point of view. From a 
macrocosmic point of view we are just passing the halfway point in the second large part. The 
first part was a rather rambling discussion of nothing, of form, and continuity. (p. 112) 

(…) 

This second part is about structure: how simple it is, what it is and why we should be willing 
to accept its limitations. Structure without life is dead. But Life without structure is un-seen. 
Pure life expresses itself within and through structure. 

(…) 

I also had the pleasure of hearing an eminent music critic ex-claim that he hoped he would live 
long e-nough to see the end of this craze for Bach. A pupil once said to me: I understand what 
you say about Beethoven and I think I agree but I have a very serious question to ask you: How 
do you feel about Bach? Now we have come to the end of the part about structure. 

We are now at the beginning of the third part. It’s the part about material… Structure has no 
point, form has no point either. Clearly we are beginning to get nowhere… The technique of 
handling materials is on the sense level what structure as a discipline is on the rational level: 
a means of experiencing nothing. 

As a child I loved all the sounds even the unprepared ones. Later on I gradually liked all the 
intervals. Modern music fascinated me with all its modern intervals: the sevenths, the seconds, 
the tritone, and the fourth and always, every now and then, there was a fifth, and that pleased 
me. Sometimes there were single tones, not intervals at all, and that was a delight. There were 
so many intervals in modern music that it fascinated me rather that I loved it, and being 
fascinated by it I de-cided to write it. 

I found that I liked noises even more than I liked intervals. I liked noises just as much as I had 
liked single sounds. 

Noises had been discriminated against and… I fought for noises… when the war came along I 
decided to use only quiet sounds. Quiet sounds were like loneliness or love or friendship. 
Permanently I thought values, independent at least from Life, Time and Coca-Cola… I begin 
to hear the old sounds, the ones I had thought worn out, worn out by intellectualization. 
Obviously they are not worn out. Thinking had worn them out. Suddenly they are fresh and 
new. 

Here we are now, at the beginning of the third unit of the fourth large part of this talk. More 
and more I have the feeling that we are getting nowhere. Slowly as the talk goes on we are 
getting nowhere and it is a pleasure. 
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Here we are now at the beginning of the fifth unit of the fourth large part… 

Here we are now at the middle of the fourth large part of this talk… 

Here we are now at the beginning of the ninth unit of the fourth large part… 

Originally we were nowhere and now again we are having the pleasure of being slowly 
nowhere. If anybody is sleepy, let him go to sleep…” 

This lecture, a musical-poem (in a rhythmic structure) is a poetic definition of anti-music (or 
non-music in a classical meaning). The nothing is in this case what is different from the classic 
music. Plato, in his dialogue The Sophist, 255 a-e gives us the definition of the non-being (to 
me on) as what is different (heteron) from the being. The non-being together with the movement 
(kinesis) and what is different (heteron) assure the becoming in Plato’s ontology. They represent 
the five megistos genos together with the being (to on) and the identity (to auton). In our 
opinion, this kind of negation represents a certain alterity, namely what is complementary to 
the musical sound of the classic music representing what is present in our daily life – especially 
non-musical sounds, noises. Cage opposes classic music to single sounds, modern intervals and 
especially noises. He opposes harmonical music to the dissonances of the daily life sounds and 
also to the dissonances of the new music composed by Schonberg. Dissonances are not present 
only in contemporary music; we can find them in all the contemporary arts as Gilles Deleuze 
remarks in his study on Cinematography (Deleuze 2012: 31-79). 

Cage’s nothingness as difference, as dissonance, helps to unveil the continuity or the 
unstoppable flow of life, which could be the pure continuity as Bergson’s la durée which does 
not refer to the chronological, quantitative aspect of time but to the qualitative one. It is 
composed of different rhythms, it is intensive and it is a continuous production, an unstoppable 
source of the new, says Bergson in his Durée et simultanéité (Bergson 1922). In his Introduction 
to metaphysics, Bergson opposes the intuitive knowledge to the scientific one, which is 
reductive and analytical. The first one, the intuition is instead able to unveil what is movement 
and becoming and it supposes direct participation, individual experience. Only intuition can 
unveil the movement of life (Bergson 2013). Cage suggests that the music lasts in a qualitative 
way supposing also the emotional and subjective intuition of time. “But when I hear traffic, the 
sound of traffic – here on Sixth Avenue, for instance – I don’t have the feeling that anyone is 
talking. I have the feeling that sound is acting. And I love the activity of sound… I don’t need 
sound to talk to me”. This activity of sounds is continuous and it expresses the flow of life. 

Not only musical sounds are combined in rigorous structures but also noises, says Cage. This 
category of nothing or difference can be thus organized. But “it is useless without life and life 
without structure is un-seen” says Cage in his Lecture on Nothing. Or, the work of art as a 
structure is the way pure life expresses itself. The pure life could be the Bergsonian élan vital 
– a fundamental impulse supporting the dynamics of any reality and which supposes the most 
significant value of freedom and indetermination (see especially Bergson 1907). 

This product of “nothing” unveils us that art is able to liberate us from the chase of interests; 
art is a demonstration of “disinterestedness” meaning the fact of “not possessing anything or of 
possessing nothing and this could mean possessing only “the delight” or the aesthetic 
satisfaction (in the Kantian expression) produced by art. Not being dominated by interest means 
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exploring a catharsis experience, a cathartic feeling of being nowhere and however possessing 
much more in a spiritual, affective way, meaning the delight or aesthetic satisfaction. 

This meaning of nothing as difference or indeterminancy should be considered especially in an 
ontological perspective, as noises do not exist for classic music, they belong to the musical 
nonbeing or to the anti-music but which however exists in its way of being. 

Finally, we would also add that John Cage’s music represents the new concept of “open musical 
work” in an original sense. It supposes a strong connection with practice. It rejects the 
essentialist and traditional theory and is based on the theory of free will of the artist. Lidia 
Goehr, in her study The Imaginary Museum of Music says that the open concepts do not accept 
absolute definitions, and are intentionally incomplete. They are unlimited, accept modifications 
of meaning but do not lose their identity (Goehr 1992: 23-25). In Cage’s case, any of his 
inventions represents open concepts and support changes of meaning. These features make 
these innovations resistant and favorable to modifications. For instance, the concept of prepared 
piano was already over passed by another one, the fluid piano. It is based on the principle of 
microtonal tuning before and during performance. This concept was launched in 2009 by Geoff 
Smith and it was developed and built by Christopher Barlow in Somerset, England. 

In the end, we would say that this Lecture on Nothing is based on the dialectic of negativity as 
it was developed by Theodor Adorno in his work expressing hence the spirit of the 20th century. 
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