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The score, which came to nearly 500 pages, was never published. 
Cage famously described it as “like a dressmaker’s pattern – it liter-
ally shows where the tape shall be cut, and you lay the tape on the 
score itself.”31 Yet the extremely detailed composition, rather than 
working as an exercise in control, instead produced the opposite: 
sounds became distorted, measurements were never quite the 
same twice, sections that were supposed to sync up would be off 
by small but perceptible increments. While this was no doubt 
partly due to the arcane procedures and primitive technologies 
employed, Cage evidently came to understand such discrepancies 
as intrinsic to the apparatus. He would later declare that, during 
the Williams Mix: “I began to move away from the whole idea of 
control, even control by chance operations. It was a cross-roads for 
me. I took our failure to achieve synchronization as an omen 
to go to the unfixed, rather than change my methods so as to make 
it more fixed. Now of course they have equipment that makes 
possible much more precise control, and a lot of people are using 
it to go in that direction.”32

Thus, over a decade before the first sustained experiments with 
tape-phasing would be carried out by Tony Conrad, Steve Reich, 
Terry Riley and others, Cage would interpret this failure to achieve 
perfect synchronization, even with complex, multi-tracked tapes, 
as a license to free-up the relationships between simultaneous 
elements in order to permit unplanned superimposition and 
chance encounters, proclaiming in a 1957 text: “Those who have 
accepted the sounds they do not intend – now realize that the 
score, the requiring that many parts be played in a particular 
togetherness, is not an accurate representation of how things are. 
These now compose parts but not scores, and the parts may be 
combined in any unthought ways. This means that each perfor-
mance of such a piece of music is unique.”33

Uniqueness, non-interference, non-selectivity, perceptual open-
ness to whatever occurs: these would become the hallmarks of a 
distinctly “Cagean” aesthetics. Yet, however unified this project 
may sometimes appear in retrospect, the practices it authorized 
within Cage’s work alone would proceed down a number of diverg-
ing tracks. One, perhaps the most-commonly-emphasized, led 
“toward theater,” as even the provisional perceptual unity of 
sound or audibility gave way to hybrid activities that would “en-
gage the eye as well as the ear.” By the 1960s, Cage’s theatrically 
oriented projects would erode distinctions between composer, 
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performer and audience in series of participatory and multimedia 
spectacles. Another, less acknowledged track, was the rise within 
new music of a new virtuosity in performance, as Cage’s emphatic 
deskilling of compositional procedures paradoxically placed 
unforeseen demands of physical dexterity, technical rigor and 
conceptual innovation on performers – perhaps revealing the 
disciplinary underside of the utopian, liberatory project of inde-
terminacy. And, for minimal and post-minimal artists, Cage’s 
explicit activation of the recipient, in all its ambivalently participa-
tory and disciplinary dimensions, would shift attention from the 
internal organization of the object toward what Rosalind Krauss 
has termed the “phenomenological vector,” engaging the “activity 
of organization and connection through which a subject engages 
with a world as meaningful.”34 

Cage’s own compositions of the 1950s and 1960s elicited this newly 
activated receptiveness through multiplication and dispersion of 
phenomena: “…attention moves towards the observation and audi-
tion of many things at once, including those that are environmen-
tal – becomes, that is, inclusive rather than exclusive – no question 
of making, in the sense of forming understandable structures, can 
arise.”35 Yet the compression and radicalization of these strategies 
in 4’33“, the work which most clearly crystallize the new role of 
the listener, offers other possibilities: one which produces both a 
perceptual focusing – on the vicissitudes of sound in its most 
subtle and dramatic variations, and all the other things that might 
be going on at the same time – and also a conceptual reframing – 
as the withdrawal of overt musical “content” potentially directs 
attention to underlying structures and conventions of performance 
and enactment. In the interdisciplinary practices that emerge in 
the late 1950s and 1960s, artists will increasingly explore duration, 
repetition, serial structures, and process, moves echoed in Cage’s 
longstanding efforts to present the first public performance of Erik 
Satie’s infamous Vexations, resulting in the now legendary nearly 
nineteen-hour concert.36 

Looking back on Cage’s formative early period, there is something 
about this series of moves that feels very relevant for our own pres-
ent – in the interplay between advanced technologies and low-tech 
means, and between structure and indeterminacy, finding free-play 
and “the permission to go unfixed” amidst the most rigidly deter-
mined structures. One moment Cage (or David Tudor) is blowing 
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bubbles in a bowl of water, the next he is spending months hand-
splicing audiotape. Part of what continues to intrigue us about
Cage is that these are not discrete or opposed projects, but impulses 
that occur at the same moment, in a complex relation – so that the
spare operational notation of 4’33” (in its various versions) emerges 
more or less at the same moment as the baroque hand-drawn 
figures of Water Music. 

Placed in this trajectory, 4’33” is a kind of hinge, both a logical 
culmination of the compositional experiments leading up to it 
and a genuine breakthrough making way for completely new ways 
of thinking of practice and work. By the time he arrives at 4’33“, 
the very status of “the work” is in question, notation no longer 
defines the work but is a device that gets the piece going, produc-
ing realizations. Perhaps one of the lessons of Cage’s own progres-
sion by fits and starts and continued crises is that a living artistic 
project cannot be boiled down to a set of rules or concepts, or even 
the seductive toolkit that Rainer lays out, of “repetition, indeter-
minate sequencing, sequence arrived at by aleatoric methods, and 
ordinary/untransformed movement,” that was so productive for 
her work, and so many others, during the early 1960s. Instead, 
perhaps we can understand Cage’s project as fragmentary and 
open-ended, offering a set of tools for taking languages and struc-
tures apart, and making new structures and new realizations.37

John Cage, Music of Changes, 1951. Cover, prefatory notes, and pages 15 and 17   




