Experimental Music: Doctrine
John Cage

This article, there titledExperimental Musicfirst appeared iThe Scorandl. M. A. MagazineLondon, issue of
June 1955. The inclusion of a dialogue between an uncomgnogitieacher and an unenlightened student, and
the addition of the word "doctrine” to the original title,eareferences to the Huang-Pwoctrine of Universal
Mind.

Objections are sometimes made by composers to the use @rthexperimentabs descriptive of their
works, for it is claimed that any experiments that are ma@egute the steps that are finally taken with
determination, and that this determination is knowing,itgyvin fact, a particular, if unconventional,
ordering of the elements used in view. These objectionslaeglg justifiable, but only where, as among
contemporary evidences in serial music, it remains a questf making a thing upon the boundaries,
structure, and expression of which attention is focusedeMlon the other hand, attention moves towards
the observation and audition of many things at once, inalgidhose that are environmental—becomes,
that is, inclusive rather than exclusive—no question of imgkin the sense of forming understandable
structures, can arise (one is tourist), and here the worgeiéxental” is apt, providing it is understood
not as descriptive of an act to be later judged in terms ofesgand failure, but simply as of an act the
outcome of which is unknown. What has been determined?

For, when, after convincing oneself ignorantly that souas, las its clearly defined opposite, silence, that
since duration is the only characteristic of sound that iasueable in terms of silence, therefore any valid
structure involving sounds and silences should be basddasoccidentally traditional, on frequency,
but rightly on duration, one enters an anechoic chamberile®t s technologically possible in 1951,
to discover that one bears two sounds of one’s own unintealtimaking (nerves systematic operation,
blood’s circulation), the situation one is clearly in is mdtjective (sound-silence), but rather subjective
(sounds only), those intended and those others (so-caléeats) not intended. If, at this point, one says,
"Yes! | do not discriminate between intention and non-ititm” the splits, subject-object, art-life, etc.,
disappear, an identification has been made with the matanal actions are then those relevant to its
nature, i.e.:

A sound does not view itself as thought, as ought, as needioiper sound for its elucidation, as etc.; it

has no time for any consideration—it is occupied with thégrenance of its characteristics: before it has

died away it must have made perfectly exact its frequeriguidness, its length, its overtone structure,
the precise morphology of these and of itself.

Urgent, unique, uninformed about history and theory, bejitve imagination, central to a sphere without
surface, its becoming is unimpeded, energetically broatdcéhere is no escape from its action. It does
not exist as one of a series of discrete steps, but as trasgmis all directions from the field’s center.
It is inextricably synchronous with all other, sounds, remunds, which latter, received by other sets than
the ear, operate in the same manner.

A sound accomplishes nothing; without it life would not last the instant.

Relevant action is theatrical (music [imaginary separatiof hearing from the other senses] does not
exist), inclusive and intentionally purposeless. Theatreontinually becoming that it is becoming; each

human being is at the best point for reception. Relevantmese (getting up in the morning and discover-
ing oneself musician) (action, art) can be made with any remiincluding none (nhone and number, like

silence and music, are unreal]) of sounds. The automaticmmim (see above) is two.

Are you deaf (by nature, choice, desire) or can you hear (pats, tympani, labyrinths in whack)?

John Cage 1 Experimental Music: Doctrine



Beyond them (ears) is the power of discrimination which, agnother confused actions, weakly pulls
apart (abstraction), ineffectually establishes as notufiex alteration (the "work”), and unskillfully pro-
tects from interruption (museum, concert hall) what spsinglastic, spontaneous, back together again
with a beyond that power which is fluent (it moves in or outggpant (it can appear when- where- as
what-ever (rose, nail, constellation, 485.73482 cyclessgeond, piece of string]), related (it is you your-
self in the form you have that instant taken), obscure (ydunever be able to give a satisfactory report
even to yourself of just what happened).

In view, then, of a totality of possibilities, no knowing amt is commensurate, since the character of the
knowledge acted upon prohibits all but some eventualitieem a realist position, such action, though
cautious, hopeful, and generally entered into, is unsi@takn experimental action, generated by a mind
as empty as it was before it became one, thus in accord withdbksibility of no matter what, is, on the
other hand, practical. It does not move in terms of approtiona and errors, as "informed” action by its
nature must, for no mental images of what would happen wengpdeeforehand; it sees things directly as
they are: impermanently involved in an infinite play of iftenetrations. Experimental music—

QUESTION: —inthe U.S.A., if you please. Be more specific. What do youetta say about rhythm? Let
us agree itis no longer a question of pattern, repetitiod \amiation.

ANSWER There is no need for such agreement. Patterns, repetiaodsvariations will arise and disap-
pear. However, rhythm is durations of any length coexisitirgny states of succession and synchronicity.
The latter is liveliest, most unpredictably changing wheasparts are not fixed by a score but left indepen-
dent of one another, no two performances yielding the samétamt durations. The former, succession,
liveliest when (as in Morton Feldmanlatersection}¥it is not fixed but presented in situation-form, en-
trances being at any point within a given period of time.—afioin of durations is in space, read as
corresponding to time, needing no reading in the case of etagiape.

QUESTION: What about several players at once, an orchestra?

ANSWER You insist upon’ their being together? Then use, as EardevBrsuggests, a moving picture of
the score, visible to all, a static vertical line as coorthngpast which the notations move. If you have no
particular togetherness in mind, there are chronometess.thkem.

QUESTION: | have noticed that you write durations that are beyond tssibility of performance.

ANSWER Composing’s one thing, performing’s another, listengng’'third. What can they have to do
with one another?

QUESTION: And about pitches?

ANSWER It is true. Music is continually going up and down, but noden only on those stepping
stones, five, seven, twelve in number, or the quarter toniéshd® are not a matter of likes and dislikes
(I have told you about the diagram Schillinger had stretchexss his wall near the ceiling: all the
scales, Oriental and Occidental, that had been in geneealeash in its own color plotted against, no
one of them identical with, a black one, the latter the scalé would have been had it been physically
based on the overtone series) except for musicians in muts$iei face of habits, what to do? Magnetic
tape opens the door providing one doesn’t immediately shoy inventing aphonogne or otherwise
use it to recall or extend known musical possibilities. tragluces the unknown with such sharp clarity
that anyone has the opportunity of having his habits blowayalike dust.—For this purpose the prepared
piano is also useful, especially in its recent forms wheyg|lterations during a performance, an otherwise
static gamut situation becomes changing. Stringed ingnisn(not string-players) are very instructive,
voices too; and sitting still anywhere (the stereophonigltiple-loud-speaker manner of operation in the
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everyday production of sounds and noises) listening. ..

QUESTION: | understand Feldman divides all pitches into high, middied low, and simply indicates
how many in a given range are to be played, leaving the chqide the performer.

ANSWER Correct. That s to say, he used sometimes to do so; | haseert him lately. It is also essential
to remember his notation of super- and sub-sonic vibratiptasginal Intersection No. L

QUESTION: That is, there are neither divisions of the "canvas” noaiifie” to be observed?
ANSWER On the contrary, you must give the closest attention toyharg.

* * *

QUESTION: And timbre?

ANSWER No wondering what'’s next. Going lively on "through many aifmis situation.” Did you ever
listen to a symphony orchestra?

QUESTION: Dynamics?

ANSWER These result from what actively happens (physically, rmedtally, electronically) in producing
a sound. You won't find it in the books. Notate that. As far asltud goes: “follow the general outlines
of the Christian life.”

QUESTION: | have asked you about the various characteristics of adsdusw, now, can you make a
continuity, as | take it your intention is, without intemi® Do not memory, psychology—

ANSWER "—never again.”
QUESTION: How?

ANSWER: Christian Wolff introduced space actions in his composidil process at variance with the sub-
sequently performed time actions. Earle Brown devised goming procedure in which events, following
tables of random numbers, are written out of sequence,lggssiywhere in a total time now and possibly
anywhere else in the same total time next. | myself use cheperations, some derived from the I-Ching,
others from the observation of imperfections in the papenughich | happen to be writing. Your answer:
by not giving it a thought.

QUESTION: Is this athematic?

ANSWER Who said anything about themes? It is not a question of lgesimething to say.
QUESTION: Then what is the purpose of this "experimental” music?

ANSWER No purposes. Sounds.

QUESTION: Why bother, since, as you have pointed out, sounds arerc@ily happening whether you
produce them or not?

ANSWER What did you say? I'm still—
QUESTION: | mean—But is thisnusi®

ANSWER Ah! you like sounds after all when they are made up of vowal @onsonants. You are slow-
witted, for you have never brought your mind to the locatibuigency. Do you need me or someone

John Cage 3 Experimental Music: Doctrine



else to hold you up? Why don'’t you realize as | do that nothghgdcomplished by writing, playing, or
listening to music? Otherwise, deaf as a doornail, you vellar be able to bear anything, even what'’s
well within earshot.

QUESTION: But, seriously, if this is what music is, | could write it aglvas you.

ANSWER Have | said anything that would lead you to think | thoughtiyeere stupid?

When Xenia and | came to New York from Chicago, we arrived ahhs station with about twenty-five
cents. We were expecting to stay for a while with Peggy Guggien and Max Ernst. Max Ernst had met
us in Chicago and had said, “Whenever you come to New York,ecand stay with us. We have a big
house on the East River.” | went to the phone booth in the kaigst put in a nickel, and dialed. Max
Ernst answered. He didn’t recognize my voice. Finally he sdire you thirsty?” | said, “Yes.” He said,
“Well, come over tomorrow for cocktails.” | went back to Xenand told her what had happened. She
said, “Call him back. We have everything to gain and nothonigse.” | did. He said, “Oh it’'s you. We've
been waiting for you for weeks. Your room’s ready. Come rig\r.”

* * *

Dad is an inventor. In 1912 his submarine had the world’snekéor staying under water. Running as it
did by means of a gasoline engine, it left bubbles on the seyfso it was not employed during World
War 1. Dad says he does his best work when he is sound asle@g. dxplaining at the New School that
the way to get ideas is to do something boring. For instaraaposing in such a way that the process of
composing is boring induces ideas. They fly into one’s hdadbirds. Is that what Dad meant?
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