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Improvisation, a neglected phenomenon in Western art music in the early twentieth century, has been reconsidered by many composers since the 1950s. John Cage, key figure and catalyst in the avant-garde movement, was among the first to embrace the indeterminate and unpredictable elements of a musical process – all characteristics of improvisation. Yet, throughout most of his career, Cage showed ambiguity and adversity toward improvisation and warned performers against improvisatory performances of his own scores challenging his society’s well-worn concepts of free music making and improvisation. Cage’s skepticism toward improvisation was symptomatic among avant-garde composers and sheds light on the complexity of improvisation particularly in the context of new music. In the following I shall examine Cage’s reasons for his definitions and dislike of improvisation and how Cage circumvented or used improvisation in his works.

Early Considerations of Improvisation

Cage’s consideration of improvisation changed in the course of his career time and again. In the early1930s he took an improvisatory approach to composition when he chose “an entirely different way of composing, which was through improvisation” (Fleming and Duckworth 1989:16). He explained, “my inspiration was carried along on the wings of Aeschylus and Gertrude Stein. I improvised at the piano and attempted to write down what I played before I forgot it” (Kostelanetz 1993:29). Most of this music did not survive. Dissatisfied with the “glaring weakness of this method,” Cage studied Ebenezer Prout’s music theory, but continued to consider improvisation as an element of composition (Kostelanetz 1993:29). In 1935, he composed Quest for amplified small sounds and piano solo which is among his earliest surviving pieces incorporating improvisation. Written for the dancer-choreographer Martha Deane, the first of the two movements involving amplified sounds of mechanical toys and other small objects, was an improvisation and devoid of a score. 

After 1935 he began to conceptualize the four main aspects of his newly acquired 

compositional processes: material, structure, method and form. According to Cage, musical material consists of sounds (including noises) and silences. Structure is no longer based on functional harmony, but on temporal divisions and proportions. Method refers to the note-to-note procedure, and form is the “morphological line of the sound-continuity” (Kostelanetz 1968:78-79). The element of improvisation within these categories is not completely excluded. During the time period of the late 1930s and 1940s, when Cage created his all-percussion works and compositions for prepared piano based on the so-called “macro-microcosmic” temporal structure, he reflected upon possibilities of improvisation within his compositional processes. He explained that “three of the four components could be improvised, form, material and method, and that three could be organized, structure, method and material. And the two in the middle, material and method could be either organized or improvised” (Charles 1981:36). The only category defying improvisation was structure. This view implies that for him structure was the foundation of a piece and that after the structure was organized, improvisation could be used as a compositional means, and that material and method could be handled more freely. Form generally depended on the outcome of the compositional process.

In his influential text “The Future of Music: Credo” (circa 1940), Cage also points out that the temporal structure in music could become the basis for group improvisation: 

“Methods of writing percussion music have as their goal the rhythmic 
structure of a composition. As soon as these methods are crystallized into


one or several widely accepted methods, the means will exist for group 
improvisations of unwritten but culturally important music. This has already taken 

place in Oriental cultures and in hot jazz” (Cage 1961:5). 

Hence, as early as around 1940, Cage already predicted the phenomenon of collective improvisation and the emergence of improvisation groups such as Musica Elettronica Viva and Nuova Consonanza in the 1960s. Moreover, he saw certain affinities between his methods of rhythmic structuring (square root form), Hindu tala and hot jazz (Kostelanetz 1993:63). Even though such views seem speculative, they refer to his early consideration of improvisation, non-Western music and New Orleans jazz (Kostelanetz 1993:21-22). Cage’s interest in jazz can be linked to his exploration of percussion sounds, favored in jazz (and non-Western music), and his performances of William Russell’s jazz and Latin influenced all-percussion works. During the early 1940s, when Cage stayed in Chicago, he not only attended jam sessions and taught group improvisation in his experimental music class at the Chicago School of Design, but he also toyed with jazz idioms in works such as Third Construction (1941), Credo in Us (1942), and Jazz Study (circa 1942) (Revill 1993:75).

Impersonality

From the late 1940s on Cage studied South and East Asian philosophies and his aesthetic ideas about composition and improvisation changed. Influenced by the Indian art scholar Ananda Coomaraswamy and his book The Transformation of Nature in Art (1934), Cage became fascinated with the idea of art as “the imitation of Nature in her manner of operation” and opposed to art as an expression of emotion. He began to reject artistic self-expression. A paramount concept in nineteenth-century Western music, self-expression is also a fundamental aspect of improvisation. Improvisation often involves the expression of a personal style, emotions, likes and dislikes. Even if carried out in a passive manner, for instance, as a kind of “automatic writing,” improvisation reflects the performer’s subconscious musical experience, motor patterns, and idioms. If understood as an aurally transmitted complex creative act implying the use of well-rehearsed patterns, consideration of rules and assessment of the ongoing process, improvisation appears as a respect-commanding autonomous activity. It highlights the improviser’s artistic abilities, subjectivity and virtuosity. Hence improvisation frequently tends toward personality cult. Nothing could be further from Cage’s new aesthetic, as he emphasized: “Improvisation is something that I want to avoid. Most people who improvise slip back into their likes and dislikes, and their memory, and they don’t arrive at any revelation that they’re unaware of” (Turner 1992:472). He dismissed improvisation because it is generally descriptive of the performer and not descriptive of what happens (Kostelanetz 

1987:222). 

Chance Operations and Experiment

In the early 1950s Cage began to instill works such as the Concerto for Prepared Piano and Orchestra and Sixteen Dances (both 1950-51) with compositional impersonality by using vertical charts, i.e. collections of sonorities, and employed concentric circles and squares as a means to select sounds from the charts. He therefore limited free compositional choices in the note-to-note process. In a further step, he applied chance operations involving the 64 hexagrams of the I Ching, the Chinese “Book of Changes” and tosses of coins to free sounds from his personal taste and let the sounds be themselves. Later Cage let chance enter his compositional processes by employing imperfections of paper, star maps and other sources to determine the nature and succession of sounds. Through such procedures, he eliminated deliberate relationships between sounds and created a novel type of abstract musical continuity largely “free of individual taste and memory (psychology) and also of the literature and ‘traditions’ of art” (Cage 1961:57-59). This new kind of objectified musical continuity seemed to counteract all types of communicative improvisation based on common practice idioms or phraseology as they are found in jazz. And indeed Cage stated: “The form of jazz suggests too frequently that people are talking – that is, in succession – like in a panel discussion or a group of individuals simply imposing their remarks without responding to one another. If I am going to listen to a speech then I would like to hear some words” (Kostelanetz 1991:162). Further Cage preferred chance operations to improvisation since for him “chance operations are a discipline, and improvisation is rarely a discipline” (Kauffman, Cage and Alfred 1966:46). Yet, both chance operations and improvisation if interpreted literally aim at the unpredictable or unforeseeable. 

Besides chance operations, Cage also embraced and redefined the terms 

“experiment” and “experimental music,” which were often used as a negative description for novel and strange compositions. While an experiment connotes trial, unpredictability, failure, success, scientific research and proof, Cage defined it as a compositional act of which the outcome is unknown (Cage 1961:69). His primary goal became exploring the unforeseeable and making discoveries. Chance operations undoubtedly became an ideal device to create experimental works and to transcend imagination and inspiration, as Cage himself acknowledged: “Chance, to be precise, is a leap, provides a leap out of reach of one’s own grasp of oneself” (Cage 1961:162). Cage’s notions of experiment and improvisation are not compatible, due to his belief that improvisation “does not lead you into a new experience, but into something with which you’re already familiar” (Darter 1982:21). Many other composers and improvisers, however, see experimentalism and improvisation as related to one another.

Indeterminacy in Notation and Performance

Compositions based on chance operations can lead to works in which every sound aspect is determined, leaving no interpretive flexibility to the performer. This was the case in Music of Changes (1951). In fact, this work’s sound material and the system to which chance procedures were applied yielded a very complex score, an “object more inhuman than human” according to Cage (Cage 1961:36). And it induced him to introduce the compositional dimension of indeterminacy with regard to performance, granting the performer a certain degree of creative freedom. Although one can observe indeterminacy in many works of the performing arts throughout the centuries, “indeterminacy” was not part of the musical vocabulary until the late 1950s. And Cage was one of the first to use this term in musical contexts. In his essay entitled “Indeterminacy” he presented and explained compositions indeterminate with respect to their performance such as Bach’s Art of the Fugue which lacks specific instrumentation (Cage 1961:35). By means of novel and ambiguous notation, Cage achieved indeterminacy in manifold ways leaving various aspects of sounds and their combination to the performer’s choice. Compositions like the Concert for Piano and Orchestra (1957-8) and Variations I-VIII (1958-78) reveal a high degree of indeterminacy. The question, however, arises whether or not Cage’s indeterminate scores invite the performer to improvise. Improvisation, in fact, is often defined as the difference between notation and the sound product. 

Answers to this question can be found in the realizations of David Tudor, pianist, composer and Cage’s most important artistic associate, for whom many indeterminate works between 1952 and the mid-1970s were written. Far from using these indeterminate scores as invitations to improvise, Tudor followed Cage’s instructions and prepared by means of measurements and calculations practical performance scores, “second texts,” derived from the composer’s scores (Holzaepfel 1994: viii). These performance scores which specified the musical content, but also contained devices to bring about unpredictability, were generally works “perpetually in progress” for it was “in David’s nature not to repeat what has been done” (Charles 1981:178). Thus Cage expected from all of his performers a similar attitude and presupposed discipline and compositional decisions within the framework he designed. Performers are expected to work out all or part of the score ahead of the performance from materials and directions Cage provided. Performers have to strive for impersonality and non-intention and engage in situations of which the outcome is unknown. Cage stated once that his indeterminate pieces “resemble cameras that don’t tell you what picture to take, but enable you to take a picture” (Campana 1985:109). This explains further why Cage distanced himself from improvisation. He did not want to encourage common habits, subjective and ultimately predictable acts, among improvising performers.

Among Cage’s most significant indeterminate works is Atlas Eclipticalis (1961-2) for orchestra whose notation Cage derived from star maps by placing transparencies over the maps and interpreting the stars’ positions as notes. There are 86 individual parts for the symphony orchestra’s instruments including twelve mostly unspecified percussion parts. There is, however, no master score for the conductor, only a “road map.” The number of parts and passages to be played, the order of the sections and the duration of the whole work, for instance, are left to the performers’ choice. The work can be performed in whole or part in any ensemble (from chamber to orchestral) with or without other compositions by Cage simultaneously. The notations are ambiguous and performers need to find the perfect balance between discipline and choice by finding objective strategies such as tosses of coins to overcome their personal taste and remove value judgment from the decision-making process. 

The performance history of Atlas Eclipticalis and numerous other works by Cage, 

however, proves that his suspicion about improvisation was justified. In 1963 Leonard Bernstein chose to present Atlas Eclipticalis together with works by Morton Feldman (…Out of “Last Pieces”) and Earle Brown (Available Forms II) at the New York Philharmonic’s concerts on 6-9 February 1964. Perhaps because of Bernstein’s perception of a certain “improvisatory” quality of the chosen works, he decided to include a separate free orchestra improvisation. Unhappy about Bernstein’s decision, Cage wrote him four months before the concert: 

“Dear Lenny, I ask you to reconsider your plan to conduct the orchestra in an 
improvisation. Improvisation is not related to what the three of us are doing in our 
works. It gives free play to the exercise of taste and memory, and it is exactly this 
that we, in differing ways, are not doing in our music. Since, as far as I know, you 
are not 
dedicated in your own work to improvisation, I can only imagine that your 
plan is a comment on our work…Surely there must be some less provocative way 
to conclude the program, one which will leave no doubt as to your courage in 


giving to your audiences the music which you have chosen to present. With best 


wishes and friendliest greetings, John Cage.”

The concert confirmed Cage’s worst fears, Bernstein not only led the orchestra in an improvisation preceding Atlas Eclipticalis which was performed as a live-electronic version simultaneously with Winter Music (for 1-20 pianos), but the orchestra also improvised freely in Cage’s piece. The orchestra members disregarded their parts, played scales, quoted melodies from other works, talked, experimented with the contact microphones attached to their instruments and even trampled on the electronic devices. This behavior, however, seemed partly beyond Bernstein’s control. During the performance he did not assume the traditional role of a conductor (a clock-like mechanical device in front of the orchestra indicated time). Yet in the rehearsal process he seemed indifferent. When he reprimanded the orchestra for their conduct afterwards, 

the damage had been done.
 This experience strongly supports why, for a long time, Cage 

viewed his concepts of chance operations and indeterminacy as incompatible with improvisation.

Improvisation – Nature – Politics

In the 1970s, during a period in which Cage became involved with the writings of Thoreau, ecology, and politics, he reconsidered improvisation. He even used improvisation emphatically as subtitle and title for a number of works. But now his goal became to free improvisation from memory and feelings, as he explained: “The reason I didn’t want to improvise was that I would be expressing my feelings. I do want a music in which I don’t do that. So when I use improvisation now, it must be in situations where I have a low degree of influence” (Cope 1980:21). He also stressed that he wanted “to make improvisation a discipline” and that it would involve “doing something beyond the control of the ego” (Kauffmann and Cage 1966:46). In pieces like Child of Tree (1975), Branches (1976) or Inlets (1977) the players have to make discoveries with unfamiliar materials. Both Child of Tree and Branches are percussion works requiring “instruments” such as pod rattles from a Mexican Poinciana tree and cacti amplified by contact microphones. Cage pointed out that in these pieces, “the instruments are so unknown that as you explore, say the spines of a cactus, you’re not really dealing with your memory or your taste. You’re exploring. As you play you destroy the instrument – or change it – because when you make a spine vibrate it begins to lose its same pliability” (Holmes 1981:3). The temporal structure of these pieces and the “instrumentation” of each section have to be determined by the performer through chance operations ahead of time. 

With Inlets, for three performers using water-filled conch shells and a fire live or recorded, Cage introduced a second type of improvisation which he also classified as “music of contingency” (Cope 1980:21). The players moving the conch shells have no control over the occurrence of the gurgles and their rhythms since they cannot see the water passing through the shell’s chambers. Here the music results from a separation of cause and effect, and the players cannot rely on taste or memory (Cage 1993:43-45). He also called this new improvisational concept “structural” improvisation explaining: 

“What delights me in this thing… is that the performer, the improviser, and the 
listener too are discovering the nature of the structure … Improvisation … that is 
to say not thinking, not using chance operations, just letting the sound be, in the 
space, in order that the space can be differentiated from the next space which 


won’t have that sound in it” (Cage and Reynolds 1979:581). 

 It seems that nature provided the ideal conditions Cage sought after in his music: unpredictability and uncontrollability. While improvising with natural materials, discovery replaces expression of emotions. Works including Child of Tree, Branches and Inlets also reveal an ecological quality; herein humans do not control nature, but accept and discern her laws. 

In other works written in the 1980s such as Improvisation III (1980) performers operate cassette players. In the former work, four musicians play identical cassettes with sound of a single kind. During the course of the performance each player is allowed to “improvise” one crescendo. Another group of “improvisations” from the 1980s, the three c Composed Improvisations, involves the use of traditional instruments, a snare drum, a Steinberger bass guitar and one-sided drums with or without jangles. Cage provided highly indeterminate scores and gave the improvisers a variety of problems to solve, including instructions for the use of chance operations. These new approaches to improvisation, which seem to have nothing in common with the conventional idea of improvisation, actually come very close to its etymological meaning: “to bring forward the unforeseeable.” 


In the 1970s and 1980s Cage also wrote some socially and politically motivated works which involve elements of improvisation. In Etcetera (1973) for orchestra, three conductors and taped nature sounds and Etcetera 2/4 Orchestras (1985) for four orchestral groups, four conductors and taped city sounds, for instance, his concepts of individualist anarchy and freedom coincide with improvisation. Herein “anarchic,” uncontrolled and improvised situations are contrasted with “governed,” controlled, and determined ones. Performers can be improvising soloists realizing indeterminately written parts, or they may play more conventionally notated materials in conducted groups (Turner 2003:5-6).

Cage’s Performance of His Text Pieces and the Question of Improvisation

A similar metamorphosis of Cage’s attitude toward improvisation can be found in his 

recitations of his linguistically idiosyncratic writings. His text Indeterminacy of 1959, for instance, consists of ninety very short stories, which have to be read at varying speeds depending on the story’s number of words so that each story would take no longer than one minute to finish. The time constraint prevents the reciter from improvising the intonation, yet involves a certain degree of unpredictability. From the non-hierarchical assemblages of narrative short stories, Cage progressed in the 1970s and 1980s toward non-syntactic prose “written through” other authors’ texts. A mix of letters, syllables, words, phrases and sentences, Mureau (standing for Music and Thoreau, 1970) was drawn from Thoreau’s remarks on sound and silence in his Journal and composed by means of chance operations. As Cage gradually “musicalized” language, he developed his vocal skills further and his readings became chanted performances. While preparing for a recitation of Mureau, he seemed to have stumbled upon improvisation: 

“I discovered that I could improvise, but only along the same lines! ... When I 
improvised by 
myself, I used all the resources of my voice and all the elements of 
language without falling back upon known words or a syntax. I found this 
experience thrilling” (Charles 1981:113). 

Yet, when asked whether he improvised in public performances of his texts Cage answered: “I feel best when something happens to my voice that is not normal that perks up my ears like a loss of breath or a loss of tone in other words some deviation from the expected” (Cage 1990:216).

Improvisation also played a limited role in the creation of some of Cage’s mesostic poetry, visually structured poems displaying series of vertically organized words. Besides using chance operations and other artistic choices, he found himself “working by improvising and trying to find out what the words wanted, how they wanted to work” (Retallack 1996:64). For the performance of some of his mesostics, Cage developed – by reading them aloud and improvising – a specific kind of notation indicating pauses and stresses. In his performance instructions for Sixty-two Mesostics re Merce Cunningham (1971, printed in about seven hundred and thirty different type faces and sizes) Cage points out that the “type face and size differences may be used to suggest an improvised vocal line having any changes of intensity, quality, style.” Yet, he cautions the performer against “following any conventional rule” and against searching “to establish any pronunciation rule” (Cage 1971: preface).

For the performance of his last text piece One12 (1992) for a lecturer, featuring a score with 640 numbers between one and twelve, Cage gave himself “a problem in improvisation which was not easy to do” (Retallack 1996:270). Whispering or vocalizing the letters of the alphabet, he had to come up with and speak a “full word” (noun, verb, etc.) each time he came to number twelve and an “empty word” (conjunctions, pronouns, etc.) each time he came to number one. Number seven required him to choose any seven letters and give them pitches. These conditions, including the fact that this piece’s duration was indeterminate, lead to a variety of unpredictable moments largely independent from taste and memory. Cage’s performance of a thirty-minute version of One12 in June 1992 in Perugia, Italy was described as diatonic, soft, continuously different and “radiating a quiet and beauty of its own.”
  

If Cage changed his attitude toward improvisation in the 1970s, what was his view of jazz which had undergone many changes and become freer since the 1950s? His opinion on jazz does not seem to have changed at all. Cage commented on free jazz as follows: “Everyone tells me that jazz is free today. But when I listen to it, it always seems to me to be confined within a world of ideas and musical relationships…. And what is called free jazz probably tries to free itself from time and rhythmic periodicity. The bass doesn’t play like a metronome any more. But even then, you still get the feeling of a beat.”
 In an unusual turn, however, in June 1986 Cage appeared in concert with the legendary free jazz composer Sun Ra. This event, which took place in the midst of a noisy amusement park environment on Coney Island (New York), might appear as Cage’s ultimate reconciliation with jazz. Yet no collaboration, only a meeting was promised -- the concert being called “John Cage Meets Sun Ra.” In the concert the two took alternate turns: Ra improvised on his Yamaha DX7 and presented his own poetry accompanying himself and Cage softly spoke-sang excerpts from Empty Words (1973-4), stretching vowels and observing long pauses between syllables. The musical meeting, however, briefly grew into a duet at the end of the concert, where Ra subtly punctuated Cage’s recitation with a few bell-like sounds. Otherwise each of the two kept “improvising” in their own way. Cage later emphasized “they had not played together” (Szwed 1997:356-357). While Cage remained cautious in his rapprochement to jazz, many jazz composers and representatives of (free) improvised music including AMM (whose music has been dubbed “John Cage Jazz”), Carla Bley, Anthony Braxton, Malcolm Goldstein, Joëlle Léandre, Musica Elettronica Viva, and John Zorn absorbed some of his ideas without sacrificing self-expression.

Conclusion

Cage’s complex relationship toward improvisation sheds light on its many connotations. 

Cage dealt with improvisation on various levels using it as a pre-compositional and compositional tool and employing it as a dimension pertaining to performance. In the course of his career, his idea of improvisation underwent a considerable transformation. He embraced improvisation in the 1930s and 1940s, rejected it vehemently in the 1950s and 1960s and approached it again under new premises from the 1970s on.  Intriguingly his disapproval of improvisation coincided with a reduction of compositional control, yet it also concurred with a rationalization of the creative process. This circumstance has created much confusion. Cage’s indeterminate notations often require the performer to prepare written realizations prior to performance. The act of performing an indeterminate score thus seems to go beyond execution or interpretation. And despite the performers’ greater share in the creative process, their performance neither equals improvisation or composition. Yet, everything depends on how the terms execution, interpretation, composition and improvisation are defined. Cage rejected improvisation because many of its implied meanings contradicted his aesthetic principles. These connotations include intuition, self-expression, memory and taste-based utterances, discoursiveness, predictability, and repetition. He solely embraced one rarely achieved and often illusive etymological meaning of improvisation: to do something unforeseeable. And it was this denotation which led him to reconsider improvisation later in his career without making any aesthetic compromises. He undoubtedly created a greater awareness of the implications of improvisation and shed light on the challenges and illusions of improvisation.  In his search for the encounter of an unexpected experience or revelation, he provided new creative opportunities for his performers. Whether Cage fought against improvisation or embraced it, throughout his prolific career he found manifold ways in dealing with the imprévu, the unforeseen.
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� For details on this performance see Leta Miller, “Cage, Cunningham and Collaborators: The Odyssey of Variations V,” The Musical Quarterly, 85, 3, 2001, 549-550. This inglorious performance is available on CD: The New York Philharmonic – Bernstein Live, New York Philharmonic Special Editions, NYP 20012/13 (New York 2000).


� See „Quaderni Perugini di Musica Contemporanea,“ Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 11 July, 1992. This premiere was to become one his last performances, for he died just seven weeks later.


� Charles (1981: 171). In a thought-provoking article, George Lewis contends that Cage’s “radical emphasis on spontaneity and uniqueness” was influenced by bebop which first explored these features and “structural radicalism.” He claims that Cage rejected jazz and improvisation and chose his own “eurological” approach and terminology to distance himself from “afrologically” oriented concepts and the influence of non-white sensibility. According to Lewis, Cage’s reluctance to give credit to “the other,” that is jazz composers/performers, reveals “whiteness as power.” However, Lewis does not take into account Cage’s early interest in improvisation, his positive remarks on hot jazz in the 1940s and such experimental works as Quest of 1935 or Imaginary Landscape No. 1 of 1939 which predated bebop (Lewis 1996:99-100). 


When Cage turned toward chance operations and indeterminacy, he not only rejected jazz, but also self-expressive European classical music including Beethoven. He never embraced “spontaneity:” “It is at the point of spontaneity that the performer is most apt to have recourse to his memory. He is not apt to make a discovery spontaneously” (Kostelanetz 1987:222). His dismissal of jazz and improvisation must be seen in the context of his new aesthetic which excludes self-expression and as a strategy to prevent inadequate performances of his own indeterminate works. Yet, Cage clearly distanced himself from the Black protest movement and “the idea of black power” expressed in American music in the 1960s: “I have nothing against black, but I have everything against power” (Amirkhanian 1992:69). 





