
stages 
 
John Cage: Mystic, Musical Inventor, or Charlatan? 
 
Jonathan Goodman 
 
Few people In America have had the impact John Cage had on contemporary music—his 
multifaceted intelligence made for an investigative response on his part to Asian 
mysticism, nature (Cage was deeply knowledgeable about wild mushrooms), and the 
avant-garde in the composition and performance of music. He was active at a time when 
the American intelligentsia’s interest in Zen Buddhism was at a very high level, and 4’ 
33”, likely his most famous score, was performed as an experiment in emptiness: the 
piece’s name denoted just how much time the pianist would give to silence, allowing 
everyday life’s ambient sounds to take over as the material of music. However famous 
that piece may be, it is tinged with a degree of notoriety, not least because the Asian 
mysticism shaping the so-called “music” is recognized for its selflessness. Indeed, Cage’s 
idea of nothingness can be seen as emphasizing the discipline leading to a body of work 
filled with musical transcendence. At the same time, so minimal a piece of music takes 
for granted our belief that the transcendence is actually there, much as the American 
installational artist Robert Irwin removes his personhood and challenges his audience to 
accept token changes in the light of a gallery space as the measurement of psychological 
lyricism and visionary perception and their visual expression. 
 
I began with an appraisal of a controversial musical work because Cage is known 
primarily as a composer.  Yet the name of the show at National Academy of Design in 
New York, “John Cage: The Sight of Silence,” indicates the presentation of his visual 
works of art. The exhibition offers his watercolors on paper, which are essentially 
abstractions with a considerable amount of negative space, in the Asian manner. But 
Cage is not so skilled here. One is hard pressed to see the show as entirely positive, 
despite the fact that visuals relay a mysticism that is often compelling in its abstract 
effects. But I am ahead of myself. What is needed before the elaboration and judgment of 
Cage’s achievement is an explanation of how his Eastern mysticism enabled him to 
structure his art. More than anything else, Cage was an inventor of form—someone 
whose interest in the content of his music and art was determined by his commitment to 
what amounted to ideological change. His scores are notorious for their visual flair and 
difficulty to perform. And his visual works suggest that the poetics of Zen Buddhist 
painting, with its emphasis on signaling transcendence through simply described form, 
plays a major role in the creative—that is, the inventive—side of his art. 
 
To appreciate Cage’s art, either musical or visual, is to appreciate the newness of his 
ideas in the field. The notion of chance—random circumstance—defining his works 
seems thoroughly effective in its addition of an uncertainty principle into the workings of 
his art. For example, he includes the use of smoke as a material in his visual pieces; of 
course, smoke is a highly unstable “color” in Cage’s palette. Yet he uses it because the 
effect is evocative, in its ambiguous manner, of any number of associations: clouds, 
mists, perhaps the fogs of our mental activities. As a technique, it is magical, resulting in 



an experience of undefined presence, something that Cage was highly interested in. Yet it 
can also be argued that the effect of the smoke diminishes the picture plane by obscuring 
it, reducing the abstract image to a set of meaningless effects. One hesitates to be too 
strict in judgment here—Cage’s visual art can operate on a very high level. But it is fair 
to say that, like his music, the real achievement of his art lies in its intellectual 
inventiveness more than its visual or musical achievement.  
 
Cage was a philosopher of alternative concepts, often heavily influenced by Asian 
mysticism. In the visual realm, one thinks of the Northwest Coast painter Mark Tobey, 
whose calligraphic marks reflect a long interest in Asian thought. But where Tobey was a 
consummate artist, Cage’s work in this show at the National Academy of Design 
inevitably possesses a dashed-off quality, indicating a lack of sophistication in a field that 
was, finally, of secondary interest to him. And to some extent, the disconnect between his 
ideas and his works of visual art may not be entirely his responsibility—it takes 
enormous skill to internalize and put into use ideas of space and form and color from 
another culture, especially one as sophisticated as the Buddhist belief system. To be sure, 
many of the Zen Buddhist paintings in Japan demonstrate a curious simplicity, revolving 
about the notion of a transcendence that cannot be explained, but only experienced. So in 
this way, Cage shares the optic innocence of the masters he was following in visual art. 
But he cannot muster the Asian tradition to support him completely; after all, it was not 
his culture to begin with. One is hard pressed to read the work as being exemplary of the 
Zen masters Cage loved so much. Like Robert Irwin, another visionary artist whose work 
relies on our complete trust in his intentions, Cage demands that we take his Asian 
allegiances as a given, without challenging his motivation. 
 
Cage was part of a bigger group of American intellectuals who seriously studied Zen and 
other forms of Buddhism. The openness of its philosophy enabled him to put out work 
whose structure and values moved freely back and forth between Western practice and 
Asian thought, in which the individual is superseded by a floating identification with 
emptiness, seen as the world’s space as we know it. Cage indeed made an entire career of 
his adopted philosophical insights—to the point where his belief system took over the 
impact that his audience might have expected—or even preferred—from materials. In 
other words, the concept determined the expression in his work beginning with the 1950s 
and ‘60s. In consequence, we value his art—musical and visual both—for its 
commitment to a new sensibility, in which the dictates of European modernism, while 
present, gave way to the nuanced intelligence of Eastern mysticism, which deemed the 
loss of self as most important. Cage held onto the idea of an absent author as a means of 
freeing the ego of its esthetic concerns. 
 
As time goes on, and we gain a greater distance from Cage in both a biographical and 
critical sense, it will be interesting to see if his art can stand up to scrutiny. Usually, it 
takes at least two generations (forty to fifty years) for a general consensus to develop in 
regard to a body of art. Cage died in 1992, so it is premature to come to a general 
agreement about his achievement. Yet enough time has occurred that we can begin to 
explore the extent to which his inventiveness genuinely approximated a radical new view 
of music and art. Looking at the National Academy show, this writer remains 



unconvinced that Cage’s artwork will stand as a major accomplishment. It is too uneven, 
too forced in its lyricism to genuinely embrace the sophisticated ideas of self, form, and 
space that supposedly inspired him. The gap between the visual tradition he appealed to 
and the art that he actually made seems too big to register successfully in his works of art. 
The show may be successful as an illustration of ideas, but we recognize illustration as a 
minor mode of visual art. One senses that however interesting the work may be, it 
remains a lesser mode of expression. 
 
Actual examples support the idea that, visually speaking, Cage was a disorganized artist. 
Rocks, River, and Smoke (1990) consists of a yellowish, cloudlike atmosphere brought 
about by the use of smoke. The problem with the use of smoke in this work has to do 
with its function within the larger composition. So far as I can tell, no transformation of 
the material exists in a formal sense; the smoke is literalized without being changed in 
any way metaphorically. There is a difference between experiencing emptiness and doing 
nothing, and sometimes it is very difficult to understand which is which. Cage does not 
transform his substance, which rests inertly on the sheet of paper without becoming 
invested in the overall structure of the painting. The medium’s literalization keeps it from 
changing to something magical in the viewer’s eyes, leaving our experience of the image 
incomplete. Beneath the clouds of smoke are a series of five sets of ribbon-like lines, 
ranging in color from yellow to olive to brown and red. These lines look as if they had 
been arbitrarily placed, giving the impression that the entire composition is more or less 
dashed off, with small appreciation for a cogent, cohesive experience of organized form. 
Now it may be that cogency is exactly what Cage is not looking for, so committed is he 
to a random presentation of colors and shapes. Yet the results are lacking; they do not 
convince their audience because the overall event of the painting does not exhibit a 
transformation of materials. 
 
The above judgment may not appeal to all viewers, especially those who favor the nearly 
cult status attached to Cage’s creativity. But as innovative as Cage’s mind and hand may 
have been, we are still in need of a work of art that holds together and demonstrates some 
skill, some quality, of some sort. In this painting, the effects do not lead to more than 
their sum because each individual mark has been laid down without regard to a bigger 
picture. The individual elements remain static, unable to join the other parts of the 
painting. Additionally, the negative space is used poorly, revealing little comprehension 
of a unified field. It may be unfair to criticize an artist for his visual work when music 
was the primary application of his creativity, but when he is presented as a professional in 
art, which the National Academy of Design has deliberately done, it proves hard not to 
judge him by the same terms we would judge any professional artist. Perhaps the best 
way to think of Cage is as a gifted amateur—someone whose conceptual bias was sharp 
but who did not fulfill the necessities of good painting. 
 
So, while it can be interesting to watch the results of Cage’s willful distortions of form 
and color, a well as note the consequences of his conceptual freedoms, it happens that the 
discrete elements of his compositions do not regularly fall into place—hence one’s 
hesitancy in accepting the works without comment. Abstract art’s effectiveness is based 
on an intuitive knowledge of form and color, heightened by a sense of overall structure 



and rightness of composition. Cage’s originality does not lie in these areas, which are key 
to success in art. Instead, he made modifications to the ideas motivating the work, 
although his conceptual advances are best understood as modifying and even challenging 
Western rational approaches to art. In this area, Cage’s originality is paramount, and even 
sublimely unorthodox. He is an artist or radical invention because he saw the bias toward 
rational structure in the modernism of Western artists—even as great an original as 
Picasso consciously reworked the structure of objects in his Cubist paintings. The 
problem of charlatanism occurs in Cage’s art because he asks for too much trust—as 
happens with much of the art of Robert Irwin, the West Coast light and space artist, the 
changes Cage trades on are sometimes so subtle as to demand unblinking confidence in 
his esthetic. This trust in the person, as opposed to the work, of the artist is a shift away 
from acceptance of the art toward the acceptance of the artist’s integrity.  Once that 
embrace is taken on, it becomes hard to criticize the artist. Additionally, it robs the critic 
of objectivity, which should function as a judgment of the work, not only in regard to the 
artist’s intentions. 
 
In New River Watercolor Series 1, 5, (1988), Cage addresses the landscape by attempting 
to abstract it into a series of lyrical signs and squiggles. Using an image of a river, Cage 
presents us with a series of ribbon-like strokes superimposed on the two pictures of 
water, one green and one brown. Again, the marks seem improvised without adding to 
the piece’s compositional structure. Surely, a landscape of a river needs more than a few 
squiggles to makes sense to Cage’s audience! The painted treatment of the river dwindles 
to decoration because the strokes do not form a cogent arrangement supporting the 
overall image. They feel superfluous and, in a way, even precious in their treatment of the 
river imagery. The strokes themselves are beautiful, but it is very difficult to join them in 
a unified fashion. Instead, they seem arbitrary, even impenetrable in regard to their larger 
meaning. Cage’s sensibility, essentially lyrical, feels forced here, and it starts to look like 
he is at his best in music, where silence, the equivalent of negative space in painting, 
opens up new vistas that allow his sensibility to flow abstractly. Indeed, the inherent 
abstraction embodied in music can support his ideas more effectively than the chosen 
abstraction he introduces into his art. 
 
Perhaps the disconnect between Cage’s sensibility and the manner in which it registers on 
paper comes from the attempt to appropriate a tradition that is not his own. The strengths 
of Western art and Asian art are not similar; indeed, they are vastly different, as most 
people imagine. Cage is brave to try to internalize the values of another culture, but this 
leads to misreadings and mistakes that get in the way of attaining not only the calm and 
harmony but also the formal displays of Asian art. One hesitates to accuse Cage of 
cultural theft, yet there is something cavalier and counterproductive in his appropriation 
of Zen-inspired art. There is a tradition in early modernism of borrowing from other 
cultures that goes back as far as the post-Impressionist Gauguin, who sailed to Tahiti in 
search of inspiration, and we have seen a wave of interest in Buddhist thought in 
contemporary American writers such as the poet Gary Snyder and the novelist and 
naturalist Peter Mathiessen. So it is clear that Cage’s creativity, interpreting Asian 
thought as it does, is part of a larger movement. It is also true that, given the globalism 
affecting art for the last generation, Cage seems prophetic in his use of image sources and 



styles outside his own culture. Yet the final judgment must not consider the person but 
the work, and here Cage has not adequately handled his fascination with emptiness as a 
governing principle in art. 
 
In New Rivers Watercolor, Series II, 3 (1988), the negative white space threatens to take 
over the composition, which articulates, unfortunately rather weakly, the black, 
horizontal lines of a river whose placement in empty space enables Cage to encircle the 
river in a yellow stroke. Above the river in the sky are two circles, one in green and one 
in black, that hang fairly closely together; one is reminded of early Zen paintings when a 
black ink circle suggested the infinitude of Zen experience. But again, as has happened in 
the other two paintings discussed, the overall gestalt of the work does not advance 
beyond a list of awkwardly placed particulars. There is little Buddhist vision here—only 
its semblance in the hands of someone outside the culture from which it originated. 
Cage’s art represents an appropriation that refuses to give the nod to its beginnings, so 
that what we see in his work is derivative in a troubling way. This does not mean that 
Asian art should not influence Western artist, but only that if the influence remain inert, 
its failed transformation will haunt the artist. Cage’s problem is that his gestures sit in the 
field of the painting without transfiguring the space, so that the imagery becomes a failed 
translation of another culture. 
 
This weakness on Cage’s part possesses implications for the globalization of art—its 
internationalized idiom. Increasingly, the national identification of a work of art does not 
lead to a greater understanding of its materials. More and more, we are hard put to say 
that a work is specifically American or African or Chinese. Cage speaks to future 
generations in a theoretical sense, which enables artists to pick and choose esthetics as if 
they were in a store of some sort. Unfortunately, the image of shopping for culture is not 
attractive, although an inspired transformation of cultural attributes other than one’s own 
remains possible and can be enthralling: an entire generation of Mainland Chinese artists 
who came of age in the 1980s found that the avant-garde practices—performance and 
conceptual art—in New York a generation before, in the 1960s and ‘70s, helped them 
express social concerns specific to their own situation in China. 
 
So the situation remains open to controversy. Cage illustrates the limitations of esthetic 
borrowing extremely well, in part because his intelligence, if not his skills, reaches 
toward the concept of a foreign orientation. The idea of appropriation is not inherently a 
notion of theft, but its actualization can often be seen as a willful borrowing. In art, we 
need an intelligence that is more in key with the abstract understanding of cultural 
exchange. But we also need a style that reinforces our borrowing in international terms. 
Cage’s mistake, I think, results from his confidence that the arrogation of Asian cultural 
materials would be enough to withstand its changed context. But this only works up to a 
point: We still need to apply standards of achievement, no matter what the influence may 
suggest. Cage was a highly intelligent composer, and it may be that recent music is a 
better medium for the exchange of cultures. In painting, the traditions are far more 
difficult to conflate. This is because materials, theory, and history merge 
monolithically—and completely differently—in the West and Asia. It is clear that Cage 
was ahead of his time in intellectual terms, but in the sensuous development of his 



medium, he failed to reconstruct his influences successfully. He can be admired for his 
intellectual insight, but not for his completed fine art. 
 
Jonathan Goodman 




