
1. Erwin Panofsky, Tomb Sculpture 
(New York: Harry Abrams Inc., 1964), 
pp 26–27. The example he gave was the 
uncanny similarity between Punic sar-
cophagi and tombs of the High Gothic 
period some 1500 years later: in both 
types a human figure, apparently per-
fectly alive, eyes wide open, is placed 
horizontally on a lid, the position some-
times connoted as uncomfortable by 
the presence of a pillow under the head. 
The form is similar in both types but 
the historical process that led to it could 
not be more different: in the case of the 
Punic sarcophagi, “an effigy originally 
three-dimensional and recumbent had 
come to be precariously placed on the 
roof of a house-shaped sarcophagus“; 
in the medieval tombs, “an originally 
two-dimensional figure, depicted on a 
slab in the pavement but represented 
as standing, had subsequently acquired 
three-dimensional volume, the figure 
expanding into a statue, the slab raised 
upon supporting members or growing 
into what is known as a tumba.” 

2. Steve Reich, “On Pendulum Music,” 
April 2000, http://www.furious.com/per-
fect/ohm/reich.html. Morellet wrote me: 
“I preferred Thelonious Monk to Boulez 
and Company. Steve Reich has been 
the first non-black American musician 
that ever interested me.” (Letter to the 
author, June 2, 2009.)

3. See François Morellet, “Musique 
et peinture,” in Comment taire mes 
commentaires, Paris: ENSBA, 1999, 
pp. 138–39.
I should add that perhaps intrigued by 
what he had belatedly discovered about 
Cage, he had accepted to participate 
with him in a three-men show in Prague, 
hoping to meet the composer, but the 
exhibition took longer than expected to 
materialize (it took place in December 
1993 – January 1994, a year or so after 
Cage’s death, at Galerie Hlavniho Mesta). 



4. “From 1951 to 1961, I had no success 
whatsoever: a single one-man show 
(but I had to contribute to the expenses), 
three works sold (but to other paint-
ers: Fontana, Gerstner, Vasarely). So 
I realized very few of these paintings, 
cumbersome and useless, but I did 
many projects. To realize one of these 
from time to time, neatly and exactly 
enlarged, allowed me to imagine all the 
others without having to build yet more 
shelves to store them in my studio.” 
François Morellet, “Pourquoi, 30 à 40 
ans après,” in François Morellet: Des-
sins, Musée de Grenoble, 1991, p. 45. 
The 1958 drawing in question here is 
reproduced on p. 137 (No. 213). 

5. And one can easily speculate that if 
he ever did, this must have happened 
toward the end of his life, perhaps in 
connection with the Prague show (see 
note 3) to which his participation was 
posthumous.

6. See my essay “François Morellet/
Sol LeWitt: A Case Study,” in Thomas 
W. Gaehtgens, (ed.), Künstlerischer 
Austausch/Artistic Exchange, Akten des 
XXVIII Internationalen Kongresses 
für Kunstgeschichte, Berlin, July 15–20, 
1992, Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1993, 
pp. 305–18. 

7. James Pritchett, The Music of John 
Cage, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993, p. 126. 

8. The system actually derives from a 
slightly earlier composition, the Solo 
for Piano, itself only the portion of a 
vast work called Concert for Piano and 
Orchestra, of 1957–58. See Pritchett, 
pp. 135–36.



9. For piano, these categories are: 
“1) plucked or muted strings, 2) notes 
played on keyboard, 3) external noises, 
4) internal noises, and 5) auxiliary 
sounds (all other sounds).” For radio, 
these categories are “1) ‘kilocycle 
glissando’ [whatever that is!], 2) radio 
speech, 3) radio static, 4) radio music” – 
and of course again “auxiliary sounds.” 
See Pritchett, p. 126. As examples of 
“auxiliary sounds,” the published score 
gives “including voice, piano prepara-
tions, etc.” (See Rebecca Y. Kim, In No 
Uncertain Musical Terms: The Cultural 
Politics of John Cage’s Indeterminacy, 
PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 
2008, p. 184.)

10. Pritchett, p. 136.

11. Kim, p. 184. The work’s structure 
was so intricate at the time that 
Cage enlisted his friend the pianist 
David Tudor, for whom Variations I
was written, to premiere it.



12. Ibid., p. 67. The advantage of 
the graphic means used by Cage over 
the consultation of the I Ching, his 
preferred method of using chance up 
to 1958, was speed. (“I also wanted to 
have a very rapid manner of writing 
a piece of music. Painters, for example, 
work slowly with oil and rapidly with 
watercolors.” Quoted in idem, p. 112).



13. Although Cage gave several of his 
most important lectures at the Abstract 
Expressionist base, the Artists Club 
between 1949 and 1951, Feldman was 
closer to the artists. Still, Feldman 
and Cage spent the years 1950–54 as 
regulars at the Ab. Ex. hangout, the 
Cedar Bar, probably more at Feldman’s 
instigation than Cage’s.

14. Both Jonathan D. Katz, in “John 
Cage’s Queer Silence; or How to Avoid 
Making Matters Worse” (GLQ Vol 5, 
No. 2, pp. 321–52) and Caroline A. 
Jones, in “Finishing School: John Cage 
and the Abstract Expressionist Ego” 
(Critical inquiry, Vol 19., No. 4, Summer, 
1993, pp. 628–65) convincingly relate 
this aesthetic of self-effacement, directly 
opposed to the macho heterosexual 
social habit of the Abstract Expression-
ist group as a whole, to Cage’s closeted 
homosexuality. As Katz admits, it would 
be wrong, however, to posit a gay man’s 
strategy of survival during the McCarthy 
years as the only cause of Cage’s 
espousal of silence. A good counter 
example would be Ad Reinhardt, whose 
womanizing was well known, but whose 
art was similarly opposed to the rhetoric 
of Abstract Expressionism and consti-
tute just as well a plea for silence, or at 
least whisper. Cage said of Reinhardt, 
“The work was so appealing that it 
tended to resist its appeal.” (Quoted in 
Richard Kostelanetz, (ed.), Conversing 
with Cage, New York: Limelight Editions, 
1988, p. 176.)

15. Morellet records a nightmare that 
he was repeatedly having in the 1950s: 
he would pull out a canvas for a visitor, 
and would be horrified to find out that it 
looked like an Informel work; he would 
pull out a second, but to the same effect, 
and so on. He would then realize that 
as he had been working on his own, 
without exhibiting, he had a completely 
fraudulent perception of his art, and 
that it was, indeed, as “subjective” as 
that of the clownish Georges Mathieu, 
something which was seemingly obvi-
ous to his fantasmatic visitor (at which 
point he would wake up). Morellet, 
“Sur la fragmentation, la gravure, et 
l’art de ne rien dire,” Comment taire 
mes commentaires, p. 86.



16. See Pierre Boulez, “Aléa,” reprinted 
in Relevés d’apprenti, Paris: Éditions du 
Seuil, 1966, pp. 41–55. Cage’s reply was 
the no less famous lecture on indeter-
minacy that he delivered in September 
1958 in Darmstadt – where, ironically, he 
was replacing Boulez who had cancelled 
his class (published in John Cage, 
Silence, Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1961, pp. 35–40). 

17. Kim, p. 123.



19. François Morellet, “65, 38, 21, 4,
72...” in Tate Online [search: June 2009].

18. Kostelanetz, (ed.), p. 180.



20. See Yve-Alain Bois, “Kelly in 
France: Non-composition in all its 
Guizes,” Ellsworth Kelly: The French 
Years, Washington, D. C.: National 
Gallery, November 1992, pp. 9–36, and 
“Kelly’s Trouvailles: Findings in France,” 
Ellsworth Kelly: The Early Drawings 
1948–1955, Cambridge: Fogg Art Mu-
seum and Harvard University Museums; 
Winterthur, Switzerland: Kunstmuseum 
Winterthur, 1999, pp. 12–35.



21. He soon realized that the capacity 
of his fellow men to spot resemblances 
was limited. Window, Museum of Mod-
ern Art, Paris, was first exhibited at the 
Salons des Réalités Nouvelles – a yearly 
show devoted to abstract art – under 
the title Construction: Relief en blanc, 
gris et noir (Construction: Relief in 
White, Grey and Black), which remained 
its title until 1968. Although this work is 
a miniature but literal rendition of one 
of the windows of the Palais de Tokyo, 
which ensures that most visitors to the 
Salon would have been familiar with 
its source object (especially since these 
kind of sash windows are so uncommon 
in France), no one seems to have identi-
fied it or even remotely suspected the 
existence of such a source.





22. The fact that Cage also used a 
structure based on 64 units (that of 
the I Ching) for the chart system he 
developed while working on Music 
of Changes in 1951 is an amusing 
coincidence. 64 is also the number of 
squares in a chess-board and, though 
Kelly could not have know this at the 
time, that of planes in the modular 
grids painted by Mondrian in 1918-19.

23. Under the title Form Line Color, this 
“manuscript” has been published in 
facsimile by the Harvard University Art 
Museums, 1999, with an introduction 
by Harry Cooper.

24. Kelly’s insistence on the physical 
autonomy of each color plane is very 
similar to Cage’s demand, several 
years later, that each sound should be 
treated independently (thus his horror 
of harmony and his criticism of the kind 
of dialog enacted by jazz performers 
during a session). 





25. Pitchett, pp. 61–62.
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26. Ibid., p. 75.

Nevertheless, Cage’s encouragement was undoubtedly very pre-
cious to the young Kelly, then full of doubts and pathologically shy. 
But one could venture the hypothesis that these encouragements, 
their very utterance, were just as important for the man who uttered 
them, and that it is while applauding Kelly’s first and still rather 
unsophisticated attempts at recording the already made that Cage 
began the thought process that would lead to his inaugural use of 
chance in the 1950–51 Concerto  for Prepared Piano and Chamber 
Orchestra as well as to the fundamental concept of the equality or 
interchangeability of sound and silence. (A concept both amplified 
and simplified in the wake of the famous epiphany in an anechoic 
chamber at Harvard a year later, from which Cage concluded that 
“there was no such thing as silence, but rather that there were only 
sounds: what he had referred to as silence [when speaking of his 
own music] was simply the sounds he had not intended.”)26 

In September 1950, Kelly sent Cage a long letter accompanied by 
photographs of his recent work, including Window, Museum of
Modern Art, Paris, and White Relief (though without titles and without 
revealing to Cage how they had been made). The latter is based on 
the pattern of a Japanese decorative stencil similar to those Cage 
had bought from street vendors on the Seine banks – he had showed 
his acquisitions to Kelly, who had gotten the bug. The only transfor-
mation Kelly made is that of a change of format (the source-image 
is enlarged) and the elimination of any color opposition: the silence 
of the found object is dimmed further by an overall whitewashing. 
(Appropriately, the painter would later dedicate this work to Cage.) 
Kelly’s well-known letter is full of enthusiasm (it contains what 
could be described as a manifesto in favor of public wall painting 
and against the art market). “The problem is the new ideas which 
are marching so quickly. I have hardly time to finish up old things,” 
writes Kelly (and as someone who has been perusing his archives, 
I can attest that nothing could be truer). But one can also discern 
some anxiety: Kelly’s GI. bill money would dry up in a few months 
and he was wandering if he should come back to the US and live in 
New York after that: “I would prefer to stay on here & work. How do 
you enjoy N.Y. – are you happy there? Here there is sense – In N.Y. 
I have doubts whether anything makes sense at all. You must write 
me. I will listen to your advice. I have great respect for you.”27

Cage did not answer. Kelly was neither surprised, nor hurt. “He is 
busy,” he wrote to his friend Coburn in December 1950, urging him 
to go and see the composer in New York.28 Three and a half years 
later, having stumbled upon an issue of Art News with a reproduc-

27. The letter is partially published in 
the chronology section of Bois, Ellsworth 
Kelly: The French Years, p. 187.

28. This letter contains an enthusiastic 
report on Cage’s music for the film on 
Alexander Calder, which Kelly had just 
seen in Paris.
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29. Another astonishing example of 
the convergence between Kelly’s and 
Rauschenberg’s work is their interest 
in tire prints as a form of drawing – the 
only difference being that Rauschenberg 
made the print himself (with Cage’s 
help) while Kelly collected papers or 
pieces of cardboard soiled with tire 
prints in the streets and pasted them 
(as ready mades) in his albums. On this, 
see my essay, “Winks of Recognition,” 
in Fernand Léger: Paris-New York, 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2008, 
pp. 139–46.

tion of a work by Ad Reinhardt on the cover, finding himself unable to 
“resist its appeal” (unlike Cage) and wrongly assuming that this kind 
of painting, for which he felt a deep affinity, must be successful in the 
US since it was so preeminently advertized, Ellsworth Kelly headed 
back home. One of the first people he sought out was Cage, but he had 
matured and was no longer in need of a big brother. In the meantime, 
Cage had found his sibling in the person of Rauschenberg. He sent 
Kelly to see him, thinking, rightly, that the two had much in common. 
(The similarity between Rauschenberg’s White Paintings and Kelly’s 
numerous sketches for multi-panel monochromes that were made in 
France at the same time proves Cage right – and many works dating 
from Rauschenberg’s early years could, indeed, have been signed by
Kelly).29 But by the time Kelly visited him, Rauschenberg was beginning 
to move in a totally different direction, that of the Combines, whose
syntactic idiom was utterly foreign to Kelly’s anti-compositional impulse. 

Nothing came out of this. Kelly and Cage remained friends, of course, 
but would never be close. 

Is this to say that apart from an early encounter there is not much of 
a connection between the two men? No, but we are dealing more with 
a meeting of the minds than of everything else (even if their actual 
meeting in the hotel they shared in Paris during the spring of 1949 
was of consequence). For one could say that Kelly has been (unknow-
ingly) the most Cagean of all artists, in the sense that both his and the 
composer’s strategies constantly paralleled each other over the years 
(which is not the case for Cage’s elected pantheon). Transfer, chance, 
grid, monochrome: it would not take a lot of energy to establish that 
Cage, conversely, has been the most Kellyan of all composers.30

In response to the anxious question: “If musical process ‘strips’ the 
mind of its ‘right to control,’ what does the mind do, having nothing 
to do?” Cage answered that it would turn its attention to listening.31 
Kelly, if asked the same question about the painterly process, would 
have said “it would turn its attention to looking.” 

30. An amusing anecdote is worth 
recalling at this point. In the summer 
1951, while still in Paris, Kelly sent the 
painting titled La Combe III, from a 
series of works based on the shadows 
cast by a railing onto an outdoor stair-
case, to the “75th Anniversary exhibi-
tion of the Boston Museum School.” 
He asked Cage to keep the work for 
him at the end of the show. When Kelly 
came to pick it up upon his return to 
the United States, a little less than four 
years later, he was heartened to see it 
hanging above Cage’s piano.

31. Kim, p. 172.




