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John Cage (1912- )

Two Pieces for Piano:

Sonatas and Interludes (1946-48): Sonata no. 5
Music of Changes (1951): movement 4, section 1

Sonatas and Interludes—a cycle of sixteen sonatas
and four interludes—is Cage’s longest and most
substantial work for prepared piano, a medium that he
began to explore in the late 1930s. In music of this
type, the sound of the piano is transformed by mutes
placed between the strings of certain notes. Within
each piece in this cycle of works, the pitches and other
sounds are intuitively selected—"chosen as one
chooses shells while walking along a beach,” the
composer writes. The form of the sonatas, which is
independent of their content of sounds and pitches,
consists of durational patterns in which the lengths of
subsections create simple numerical ratios with one
another. In Sonata no. 5, for example, the binary form
is divided [by double bars} into sections whose total
number of half-note values is 18/18/18/18/9, that is,
2/2/2/2/1.1t is necessary for this sonata to be studied
in connection with a recording, since the preparation
of the instrument produces sounds that deviate from
their notated appearance.

Music of Changes is written for conventional piano.
It consists of four large movements, each in numerous
sections. The form—Ilike that of Cage’s Sonatas and
Interludes—is determined by a succession of dura-
tions. But the configuration of pitches and rests that
fills these durational spans is chosen by procedures of
chance, thus banishing—at least in part—the com-
poser’s taste and intuition. The work becomes, in
Cage's words, “an activity characterized by process
|which is] essentially purposeless.”

Cage's chance procedures require many notational
peculiarities. Each measure contains four beats at the
metronomic speed shown above the staff. But the
performer cannot rely upon traditional counting
Instead, a note or figure begins at the point at which it
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is notated from left to right in the measure. For
example, a note placed midway in the measure is to be
played when half of the time devoted to that measure
has elapsed. The fractions above and below groups of
notes or rests tell which part of the beat is occupied by
that figure or rest. A cross is placed at the pointina
measure at which a sustained note or pedal is to be
released.
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