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Charles Ives and John Cage are two prominent composers of American Contemporary 

music and philosophy.  However, do these two derive from a similar stylistic tradition?  Charles 

Ives is largely associated with musical collage, nostalgia, and polytonality.  Whereas, John Cage 

is largely associated with experimentalism and chance operations.  Is it possible that John Cage 

is a descendent of an experimental music tradition explored and established by Charles Ives, or 

did the two merely arrive ‘by chance’ at similar musical findings.  

John Cage's two essays on Charles Ives can be found in his book, A Year from Monday: 

New Lectures and Writings.  These two essays are perhaps the most important link in 

determining if these two come from a similar lineage.  Firstly, they reveal Cage's opinions on 

Ives' influence over contemporary and American music.  Secondly, these essays reveal the two 

composer's analogous use of choice, chance, and sound in their music.  The first of these essays 

is a handwritten letter to Michael O. Zahn from 1964.1     The second essay is a transcription of 

an interview with Irving Glick in 1965 for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation2.  This essay 

is unique in that Cage transcribes his interview, utilizing various symbols to depict speech 

patterns, breathing, and swallowing.3    

Cage's first essay recognizes Ives as the start of an American musical tradition:

1 John Cage,  “Two Statements on Ives” A Year from Monday: New Lectures and Writings. (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1969),  36.

2 Ibid., 36.
3  Ibid., 41.
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Off hand I think that Ives’ relevance increases as time goes on…And 
now that we have a music that doesn’t depend on European musical 
history, Ives seems like the beginning of it4.

Inadvertently, Cage acknowledges that he is a descendent from this American music tradition.  

Further on in his first essay, Cage explains that Ives was not a huge influence nor a huge part of 

his musical studies.  Rather, understanding and appreciating Ives came through the exploration 

of Cage's own indeterminate works:

We become, I believe, aware of the past by what we do.  What 
we do throws a light on the past.  Thus, in the 30s and 40s 
when I was concerned with rhythmic structure, I was not 
interested in Ives.  But more recently because of my 
indeterminate and unstructured works, I am interested in Ives.  
This interest does not lead me to the analysis or study of his 
work.  I simply mean that were some of his music to be 
performed in my neighborhood, I would grasp the opportunity 
to hear it.5 

A similar claim, one where Cage's own compositional developments influence more of how he 

hears Ives, is found in the second essay:

The subject comes up of the influence of Ives over our present 
music.  I rather think that influence doesn't go, that is to say, 
from Ives to someone younger than Ives to people still younger 
but that rather we live in a field situation in which by our 
actions by what we do, we are able to see what other people do 
in a different light than we do.  Without our having done 
anything. What I mean to say is that the music we are writing 
now influences the way in which we hear and appreciate the 
music of Ives. More than that the music of Ives influences us to 
do what we do. 6

Although he asserts that Ives was not a major influence, Cage explains that Ives' interest in 

4 Ibid., 38 .  
5 Ibid., 38.
6 Ibid., 41.
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sound and performer choice is directly in line with his own personal involvement in chance and 

indeterminacy:

However the things in his music which are interesting to me now 
because of my involvement in chance and indeterminacy make 
him a composer of music that I am always happy to hear.  One 
thing is that he knew that if sound sources come from different 
points in space that that fact was in itself interesting.  Nobody 
before him had thought about this being intent on grouping 
performing musicians together in a huddle as though they were 
playing football rather than music in order to bring about the 
fusions of European harmony.  But Ives knew through his 
experience of village bands in New England working around 
them that things sound differently if they had different positions 
in space and that of course is extremely interesting in our 
contemporary music.  Also the freedom that he gave to a 
performer saying “Do this or do that” according to your choice is 
directly in line with present indeterminate music7.  

The first essay also hints at this particular philosophical realization of “choice”.  Cage describes 

his experience of listening to Rainor Sender's Desert Ambulance, a piece for tape and accordion 

solo.8 There was something about it that reminded Cage of Ives, also furthering the notion that 

Ives does have some influence over the American music tradition:

I heard (just recently in San Francisco) a recording of a piece by 
the young composer Rainor Sender called Desert Ambulance.  It 
was for tape and accordion solo.  The end of it was very thick in a 
middle register- the sound of many strings and accordion clusters-:
like a cable of sound.  It made me think of the complexity of Ives 
and the way one perceives something in it.  Does it emerge? Or do
we enter in?  I rather think it emerges in this case.  And that 
nowadays we would tend toward doing it ourselves (we are the 
listeners), that is, we would enter in.  The difference is this: 
everybody hears the same thing if it emerges.  Everybody hears 
what he alone hears if he enters in.9     

    

7 Ibid., 41.
8 Ibid., 38.
9 Ibid., 36.
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This excerpt reveals two thoughts.  Firstly, Cage recognizes a composer using Ivesian 

techniques, suggesting that Ives has had some influence over at least this particular musical 

school of thought.  Secondly, Cage acknowledges Ives and his treatment of the listener and 

his/her perception: “Does it emerge, or do we enter in?”10  It is a simple question, but the 

treatment of sound is very important to both composers.  How does one enter in to sound, and 

how does this differ from the emergence of sound?

Let's consider the experience of sound in Charles Ives' Concord Sonata and John Cage's 

4'33''.   These two piano works represent the height of both of these two composer's 

compositional and philosophical output. The Concord Sonata represents Charles Ives' 

transcendental beliefs.  Although not programmatic, Ives claims in his Essays before a Sonata 

that each movement is an impression of the transcendentalist school of thought:

The whole is an attempt to present [one person's] impression of 
the spirit of transcendentalism that is associated in the minds of 
many with Concord,  Mass., of over a half century ago. This is 
undertaken in impressionistic  pictures of Emerson and Thoreau, a
sketch of the Alcotts, and a Scherzo supposed to reflect a lighter 
quality which is often found in the fantastic side  of Hawthorne. 
The first and last movements do not aim to give any programs  of 
the life or of any particular work of either Emerson or Thoreau 
but rather composite pictures or impressions. They are, however, 
so general in outline that, from some viewpoints, they may be as 
far from accepted impressions (from true conceptions, for that 
matter) as the valuation which they purport to be of the influence 
of the life, thought, and character of Emerson and Thoreau is 
inadequate.11

Even though the Concord Sonata stands as one of the most difficult pieces in the piano 

repertoire, Ives allows the performer certain freedoms and choices.   For instance, the performer 

10 Ibid., 38
11 Charles Ives, Essays before a Sonata, (Kinickerbocker Press, 1920), 1.
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is is allowed to perform the work depending on his/her own mood and time of day.12  A further 

explanation of this resulted in Ives’ famous response:

Play it before breakfast like --!
Play it after breakfast like --!
Play it after digging potatoes like --!13

Ives also asks the performer to transcend the reality of the piano and hear certain “silent notes,” 

or microtonal notes, in the piano score:

More on last 4 quarter beats in L.H.—that a c-flat is 
between B-natural and C-natural in some part has been 
severely criticized by a “nice ole profess”—saying  no 
musical law for it, it simply is not proper, etc. etc.  This part
was in the concerto score for 1st cellos—the C-flat is a …. 
quarter tone between B-natural and C-natural and the ear 
can imagine this in ways the piano can’t—not quite.14

Essentially, Ives is suggesting that the performer hear notes that the piano cannot play.  This 

small indication suggests that the individual’s ability to hear these quarter tones could transcend 

some sort of physical relation to the piano and normal performance practice.15

Many editions of the Concord Sonata exist, but there is no right or wrong version.  Ives’ 

editor, John Kirkpatrick, claimed that the first edition of the Sonata was not an ‘edition,’ but 

rather “one way to communicate a work which will always be, for its performers as it was for its

composer, an endless experiment.”16  This also suggests that Ives intended this work to have 

12Christopher Bruhn, “The Transitive Multiverse of Charles Ives’s ‘Concord Sonata,’” The Journal of Musicology 
28, no. 2 (2011): 168.

13Sondra Clark, “The Element of Choice in Ives’s Concord Sonata,” The Musical Quarterly 60, no. 2 (1974): 168.

14Sondra Clark, “The Element of Choice in Ives’s Concord Sonata,” The Musical Quarterly 60, no. 2 (1974): 175.

15Ibid., 175-76.
16Christopher Bruhn, “The Transitive Multiverse of Charles Ives’s ‘Concord Sonata,’” The Journal of Musicology 
28, no. 2 (2011): 187.
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various versions and interpretations.  

Cage's 4'33'', which was premiered by David Tudor at Maverick Concert Hall in 

Woodstock New York in 1952, is more direct in its philosophical content.17  It was revolutionary 

in the fact that it is a three movement work requiring the performer to sit in silence.  The 

performer marks the beginning and end of each movement by closing and opening the piano lid. 

However, it is in this silence that the listener discovers that nothing about the world is silent.  In 

essence, the listener transcends the normal “concert” routine and instead is asked to treat 

everything else in life as if it were a part of the musical work.  

Both Ives' Concord Sonata and Cage's 4'33'' represent the unique use of sound, chance, 

and choice. However, these results are unique to the performer and the audience.  The Concord 

Sonata mostly focuses on the performer's personal experience.  The performer may choose to 

learn such a daunting work and to hear nonexistent notes.  Either way, only the performer is able

to experience the result of the performance, but the listener cannot transcend with the performer. 

In addition, he/she cannot hear the various versions the performer chooses to play in one 

performance of the work.  As Cage would say, “Everybody hears the same thing if it emerges.”18

On the other hand, Cage's 4'33'' is also experiential in that the performer provides a framework 

for the listener to experience “silence.”  The listener and the performer are asked to step out of 

the normal concert routine and “enter in” to the sounds that exist around them as music.  The 

listener gains an awareness of a silence that does not truly exist in order to experience a more 

true reality, much like the performer in Ives' Concord Sonata gains an awareness of the abilities 

of his/her mind.   

17 Stephen Davies. “John Cage's 4'33'': Is it Music?” Australasian Journal of Philosophy. 75, no. 4 (2006): 448.
18 John Cage,  “Two Statements on Ives” A Year from Monday: New Lectures and Writings. (Middletown, CT: 

Wesleyan University Press, 1969),  36.
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Another point of comparison in regards to performance and music-making experience 

can be made with Cage's discussion of Ives' 114 Songs.  Charles Ives includes a postlude in his 

114 Songs, which discusses various philosophical beliefs.  The excerpt of the postlude below 

discusses the transcendence of man being able to hear his own symphony:

Everything from a mule to an oak, which nature has given life has 
a right to that life, and a right to throw into that life all the values it
can...The instinctive and progressive interest of every man in art, 
we are willing to affirm with no qualification, will go on and on, 
ever fulfilling hopes, ever building new ones, ever opening new 
horizons, until the day will come when every man while digging 
his potatoes will breathe his own Epics, his own Symphonies 
(operas if he likes it); and as he sits of an evening in his back-yard 
and shirt sleeves smoking his pipe and watching his brave children 
in their fun of building their themes, for their sonatas of their life, 
he will look up over the mountains and see his visions, in their 
reality,--will hear the transcendental strains of the day's symphony, 
resounding in their many choirs, and in all their perfection, through
the west wind and the tree tops!19

Various interpretations may arise from this specific excerpt.  In particular, it seems that Ives 

envisions a world where music and music-making becomes a part of the every day life.  Cage 

reinterprets this quote in his second essay, claiming that the sounds which surround the everyday

life will be considered music.  Below is the quote of Cage's reinterpretation of Ives' 114 Songs 

(which he calls the “One Hundred and Thirteen Songs”) in his second essay:

A little over a year ago I was in Hawaii and I had the opportunity
to read the essay which he wrote that follows his “One Hundred 
and Thirteen Songs.”  Only one hundred and thirteen copies were
published originally and one of these fell into my hands and I 
read the essays and in it he sees someone sitting on a porch in a 
rocking chair smoking a pipe looking out over the landscape 
which goes into the distance and imagines that as that person 
who is anyone is sitting there doing nothing that he is hearing his
own symphony.  This I think is for all intents and purposes the 
goal of music.  I doubt whether we can find a higher goal namely

19 Charles Ives, “114 Songs” (Peer International Corporation, 1953), 262.
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that are and our involvement in it will somehow introduce us to 
the very life that we are living and that we will be able without 
scores without performers and so forth simply to sit still.  To 
listen to the sounds which surround us and hear them as music.  
At this point, we won't need concert halls, but we will be able 
nevertheless to enter concert halls and hear the music of Ives, I 
am sure even then, with gratitude.20

Cage interprets Ives' words as a way of incorporating sounds of everyday life into the realm of 

music, something very akin to the indeterminate style.  However, it is more important to realize 

that Cage could be the very man described in Ives' postlude.  By the time Cage is writing this, he

is also metaphorically looking at the world and creating his own 'symphonies,' or rather 

instrumental music.  In a way, Cage's reinterpretation of Ives' statement can be seen as a 

reaffirmation that he is continuing this philosophical and musical legacy.  

Now that we have looked at Ives through the lens of Cage, is it possible to look at Cage 

through the lens of Ives?  Both composers are comparably spiritual and equally philosophical 

with enough writing to refute this.  However, is there something in Ives' writing that predicts or 

inspires experimentalism, especially that of John Cage?  Ives did say, “Maybe it is better to hope

that music may always be a transcendental language in the most extravagant sense.”21 

Ives firmly believed in the liberation of sounds.  According to his “Essays Before a 

Sonata,” Ives felt that too much importance was placed on the quality of sounds and that the 

process of music-making had become too restrictive:

My God! what has sound got to do with music! The waiter brings 
the only fresh egg he has, but the man at breakfast sends it back 
because it doesn't fit his eggcup. Why can't music go out in the 
same way it comes in to a man, without having to crawl over a 

20 John Cage,  “Two Statements on Ives” A Year from Monday: New Lectures and Writings. (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1969), 42.

21 Charles Ives, “114 Songs” (Peer International Corporation, 1953), 82.
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fence of sounds, thoraxes, catguts, wire, wood, and brass? 
Consecutive-fifths are as harmless as blue laws compared with 
the relentless tyranny of the "media." The instrument! — there is 
the perennial difficulty—there is music's limitations. Why must 
the scarecrow of the keyboard—the tyrant in terms of the 
mechanism (be it Caruso or a Jew's-harp) stare into every 
measure? Is it the composer's fault that man has only ten fingers? 
Why can't a musical thought be presented as it is born—
perchance "a bastard of the slums," or a "daughter of a bishop"—
and if it happens to go better later on a bass-drum (than upon a 
harp) get a good bass-drummer. That music must be heard, is not 
essential—what it sounds like may not be what it is. Perhaps the 
day is coming when music-believers will learn "that silence is a 
solvent . . . that gives us leave to be universal" rather than 
personal.22

Essentially, Ives argues for a more open approach to music.  Musical laws, such as “consecutive 

fifths,” can be broken.  A wider variety of instruments, such as a bass drum, can be used.  As 

Ives put it, “What it sounds like may not be what it is.”23  The composer, the performer, and the 

audience can transcend convention and attain a more truthful music.  Most importantly, Ives 

claims that silence will be the musical device that breaks down these barriers.  

John Cage's “Silence: Lectures and Writings” further discusses Ives' “solvent” of silence.

Years later at a conference, a student “full of musical ideas” prompted the same above question 

of “What has sound got to do with it:”24

Implicit here, it seems to me, are principles familiar from modern 
painting and architecture: collage and space. What makes this 
action like Dada are the underlying philosophical views and the 
collage like actions. But what makes this action unlike Dada is the
space in it. For it is the space and emptiness that is finally 
urgently necessary at this point in history (not the sounds that 
happen in it—or their relationships) (not the stones-thinking of a 
Japanese stone garden—or their relationships but the emptiness of
the sand which needs the stones anywhere in the space in order to 

22 Charles Ives, Essays before a Sonata, (Knickerbocker Press, 1920), 100.
23 Ibid., 100.
24 Ibid., 100.
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be empty). When I said recently in Darmstadt that one could write
music by observing the imperfections in the paper upon which 
one was writing, a student who did not understand because he was
full of musical ideas asked,"Would one piece of paper be better 
than another: one for instance that had more imperfections?" He 
was attached to sounds and because of his attachment could not 
let sounds be just sounds. He needed to attach himself to the 
emptiness, to the silence. Then things—sounds, that is—would 
come into being of themselves. Why is this so necessary that 
sounds should be just sounds? There are many ways of saying 
why. One is this: In order that each sound may become the 
Buddha. If that is too Oriental an expression, take the Christian 
Gnostic statement: "Split the stick and there is Jesus."25

In this example, attachment to sounds are akin to Ives' argument in his Essays before a Sonata.   

Both composers appear to be arguing for freedom from restrictive musical rules.  Cage furthers 

his argument by explaining that through this process of letting sounds be sounds, one will 

become the Buddha, or an enlightened individual.  This enlightenment is completely in line with

Charles Ives' transcendental beliefs.  In addition to their similar philosophies, Cage fulfilled Ives'

prophecy of silence.  One could even argue that Cage's 4'33'' is the very musical composition 

that brought Ives' words to reality.

Despite the similarities between the two composers, John Cage spent much of his time 

distancing himself from the Americana and experimentalism of Charles Ives.  Further on in his 

Silence: Lectures and Writings, Cage equates Ives' compositional output as antiquated:  

So that much of Ives ( Charles Ives ) is no longer experimental or 
necessary for us (though people are so used to knowing that he 
was the first to do such and such). He did do things in space and 
in collage, and he did say, Do this or this (whichever you choose), 
and so indeterminacy which is so essential now did enter into his 
music. But his meters and rhythms are no longer any more 
important for us than curiosities of the past like the patterns one 
finds in Stravinsky.26 

25 John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Wesleyan University Press: Connecticut 1939), 69-70.
26 John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings (Wesleyan University Press: Connecticut 1939), 70.
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Cage finally admits in writing that Ives was the “first” composer to experiment with 

indeterminacy and sonic phenomenon.   Although one could argue that lumping Stravinsky 

together with Ives is a form of flattery, the tone of this excerpt is rather contemptuous.  Overall, 

Cage attempts to downplay Ives' contributions in order to prove that indeterminacy is his 

original idea.  

Although Cage and Ives did not correspond directly, Henry Cowell provides a common 

pedagogical link between the two composers.   Henry Cowell was a good friend to the Ives 

family.  A proponent of contemporary music, Cowell founded the magazine New Music.  Cowell 

proved to be a major supporter of Ives, including his Fourth Symphony in the 1929 edition of 

the magazine.27  In addition, he urged the Boston Chamber Orchestra's Nicolas Slonimsky to 

perform Ives' works.28   However, Ives did have a falling out with Cowell, due to the young 

composer's imprisonment for a morals charge in regards to homosexual behavior.29   Despite the 

turbulent route, the relationship between Ives and Cowell continued.   Henry Cowell and his 

wife, Sidney, later published Charles Ives and His Music, ensuring the composer's legacy would 

not be forgotten.  In addition, Cowell suggests in the introduction of this text that Ives was not 

the founder of any particular school of music, but was a major figure of the early  20th Century:

Nobody today writes just like Charles Ives because no one lives 
in the same musical and philosophical world he did. He has 
taught no pupils, he has founded no 'school.' At the same time, 
nobody today seems to be able to think up any kind of musical 
behavior that cannot be found, sometimes in embryo, sometimes 
fully worked out, in the music of Ives... Ives can, in fact, be 
shown to be one of the four great creative figures in music of the 
first half of the twentieth century. The others are Schoenberg, 

27 Alan Rich, American Pinoeers: Ives to Cage and Beyond, (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1995), 61.
28 Ibid., 61.
29 Leta Miller and Rob Collins, “The Cowell-Ives Relationship: A New Look at Cowell's Prison Years,” American 

Music 23 no. 4 (2005): 473.
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Stravinsky, and Bartok.30 
    

Cowell's influence over contemporary music also affected John Cage.   In fact, Cage 

studied with Cowell for a short time at the New School for Social Research in New York.31  

Indeed, there are some similarities between the two composer's piano works, especially those 

that utilize the inner workings of the instrument.  Nevertheless, one can assume that Ives 

influenced Cage indirectly via Henry Cowell.

In conclusion, various similarities and connections arise between Charles Ives and John 

Cage.  The two revolutionized the very notion of music and musical sounds, specifically in 

regards to choice, chance, and sound.  Although their approaches to these musical constraints 

were quite different, both were concerned with the individual's awareness and experience of the 

musical event.  Ives was more focused on the transcendence of the performer, whereas Cage 

worked to enlighten his listeners. Additionally, Ives foresaw that “silence” would provide the 

necessary turning point in music.  John Cage's 4'33'' and indeterminate compositions fulfilled 

this very prophecy that Ives described in his Essays Before a Sonata.  Perhaps Ives and Cage 

truly did arrive at similar musical findings.  However, his correspondence with Henry Cowell 

reveals that Ives was somewhat involved in the contemporary musical community.  Through 

Cowell, Cage may have received at least a second-hand Ivesian influence.  In summation, Ives 

firmly stands as the first experimental composer.  Although he did not directly lead a particular 

musical school of thought, Ives did serve as the forerunner for other experimentalist composers, 

including Cowell and Cage, to continue the liberation of musical sounds.

30 Henry and Sidney Cowell, Charles Ives and His Music, (Oxford University Press, 1968), 3-4.
31 Alan Rich, American Pinoeers: Ives to Cage and Beyond, (London: Phaidon Press Limited 1995), 143.
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