Indeterminancy


Indeterminancy in music began early in the 20th century with the music of Charles Ives, continued with Henry Cowell (in the 1930s) and then continued on with John Cage (a student of Cowell’s) beginning in 1951. 

The main idea of indeterminacy was to dissolve any fixed properties of music in a process. Each musical idea existed for itself. A musical sound did not exist because of the sound that happened before it, or because of those that happened after it. It simply just existed. Some believed that because of this philosophy, music became purposeless; however, composers were seeking out this “purposelessness” and attempting to move farther and farther away from human intervention.

The specific materials for each composition were carefully chosen (and sometimes uniquely constructed), and the structure was precisely calculated – any material could be placed into any structure.  One stream had the indeterminate element under the careful control by the composer, the other has the control of the composer was thrown out the window. 
Sounds had an equal value – those chosen by the composer or the performer and then all of the sounds that surround us every day.
John Cage, an American composer – (1912 – 1992)


Cage’s first compositions were under a thorough atonal system he created after studying under composers like Henry Cowell and Arnold Schönberg. As he moved around the country he held many different jobs – including a job as a dance accompanist. He founded a percussion orchestra in 1938 which began to steer his career toward filling time with ostinatos (rhythmic devices). He also began to use electronic devices and invented the ‘prepared piano’, in which the performer would place various objects between the strings of a grand piano in order to create an effective percussion orchestra under the control of two hands. 

There was a period of time where Cage became quite interested in Eastern philosophies, such as Zen. This led him in the direction of appreciating unintentional creations. He worked hard to remove creative choice from composition using tactics like coin tosses to determine events and he wrote for 12 radios. His piece 4’33” (1952) has no sound added to that of the environment in which it is performed – created to allow the audience to listen to their surroundings. 

His later output included indeterminate works for larger groups, pieces fully notated with a very limited range of materials, and pieces for natural resources like plants and shells. 
Cage once said:

“The composer must give up the desire to control sound, clear his mind of music, and set about discovering means to let sounds be themselves rather than vehicles rather than vehicles for man-made theories or expressions of human sentiments.”
