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Abstract:

AThese are nice people, but some of them are
Cage replied gleefully, setggrup a performance of hiwater Walkon a 1960 episode of the
gameshow 6 ve Got fal Seemeitder | aughter preferable

Cage designeWater Wall(1959) specifically to be performed on television. Reworking an

earlier compositiod Water Musiq 19528 he adapted to popular television conventions by

focusing more explicitly on humor and visualilly.this paper, | offer a close analysis of

differences betweewater MusicaandWaterWalkto demonstrate how Cage approached the

televised mediumBycompar i ng Cageds evolving outlook on 1
contemporaneous discussions on the nature of
performance as the product of these momentarily intersecting trajectories.

During the first few decadex broadcast television, much of the attendant discourse was

concerned with how the new medium would contribute to the performing artseAsriter

noted in 1950, tebevssiiomihneduacguesPomdcanassty
it well-suited for a revival of vaudeville. Variety shows and game shows continued this tradition.
Meanwhile, throughout the 1950s, Cage became increasingly engaged with theatricality and the
visual aspects of performance. Television offered an exciting venue thrdugjnter explore

these interestfkejecting the traditional values of western art music, Cage appeals instead to
television aesthetiéshe chooses laughter over tears.

(Note:|[slle G R Eoio]g refer to presentation slides,

which are reproduced at thedeof the document.)
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Despite thep r 0 g rtitentoéngestants on the CBS gameshod ve Got a
Secretypically had something teeveal Each roundn the showvould begin with ontestarg
disclosingto the hosaind audiencan unusual, embarrassing, or otherwise humorous fact about
themselves. They would then answeseries of questions from a paagtelebrities who
attempted to uncover the secret

For instance,\@antgarde composer John Cage appeared on the show on
February 24, 1960. dsecred that he wagoingto perform hiscompositionWater Walk
elicited confused looks from host Garry Moared laughtefrom the audiencerhen it was
revealed thatheinstrumentatiorwould include, among other things, an electric mixer, a rubber
duck,a sprinkling canand a mechanical fisdudging from the reactions of thestand studio
audienceC a gssiggestionthat such unorthodox instrumem®uld be capable of producing
musicwould have registeredith most viewers as contentious if not outright absArthir
amount ofbrow raising andurrowing accompaniethe pre-performance conversatiowhen

Moore askgshe composer f he consi der s Cdgerespondidiegs]oed be A mu

APerfectly seriously, | oundoAnd sindegin therpiece which yoln e  p r
wi || hear | pr oduc e Peshaps feating the womdtlobré assuthel it mus
audience that the performance is not intended

newspapereviewt o p r o vegdNew WoaktHerd@d] Tribune takg€age]seriously as a
composer and t hiBstfoaaltheaconrevevsWatertwWallstosrthe. 0
performancetself is remarkably successfahd concludes with Cage beaming ateh#husiastic
applausef thestudio audiencdfSI5)|

Avant-garde art music and primetime televislwardly seem likelyoedfellows

andl am concernetierewith how such gairingas thiscould have come about this paperl
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arguethat the success @f a g pedfsmance is linkedo a particular point in tired onein
which Cageds aesthetic philosophy became mome
programmingdeologies obroadcast televisiom the midtwentieth centuryCentral to this
alignmentwwasCage 6 s gr o wi rvigualiagpects of mssical penformariceall begin
with a brief biographical di sc,uracmghssn of Caged
engagementith visuality and theatricality to a performance at Black Mountain Colledé52.
| will then present a close aysik of differences betwedaterWalkand its modé the 1952
concert piec&VaterMusiad to demonstrate how Cage approached the televised mdeiiatly,
| will conclude with an examination discussions from thigeriodregardingthe nature of ta
performing arts on televien and how Cage found a placethis still young mediunm
* * *

In Water Walk thetraditional elements of mugcthings likerhythm, meter, melody,
harmony are virtually abseniThat Cage Isould call such a compositigimusi®is likely what
madethe piece appealing to a program llké v e G o tAndayet,S a g deddsiption of
Water Wallk a piece of music consistirgd organized sour@ seemdackingwith regard to the
ensuing demonstratioifhe visual elements of the performance were emphasized in such a way
as to suggest that merely listening to the audible dimension of the performance would result in a
decidedly incomplete experienoéthe piece.

Muchhms been wr i tt alexpaiment@elyiegdhe useaf shance
operationsandhis philosophical viewsn silence.Comparatively little discussion has been
devoted to the theatrical nature of his work hrednterest inthevisual aspectef musical
performanceln one of the few studies devoted to gubject, William Fettermadiscusses

Cageobs fit Wenvhdtledefiesadceo®snp osi ti ons which in them
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wel | as Vi s u aLikeiFetterman,r toaamimens ¢ e doi n how Cageds
incorporatespecifically visual elementmongsthe more traditionadound events.

T he r oo tsdnteeestin Beatyialidy may be traced at least as far back as his
involvement with the Cornish School in Seattle, Washingitrere, Cage served esmposer
andaccompanist for dance and theater performafroas September 1938 to the summer of the
following year Close collaborations with dancers and choreographers imparted on Cage a new
appreciation for the visual nature ofistic performancé aninfluence observable in his
percussiompiecesfrom this period:. It wasalsoat the Cornish School that Cage first met
dancer/choreographer Merce Cunningham. Their lifelong partnership vesuilin many
fruitful collaboratiorsa nd woul d be a profound influence on
regards tdhow music and sound interact with the other arts.

In a 1987retrospective of hisfe andwork, Cagehimselfstresses the importanceto$

time in SeattleSille[=5)

Experience with dance led njg® incorporate theatrical elementShe reflection that a
humanbeingis 6t | ust e ar pé pfound tradugh @entalgpkilosephye s

my work with Suzuki, that what we are doing is living, and that we are not moving

toward a goal but are, so to speak, at the goal constantly and changing with it, and that art,
if it is going to do anything useful, should open our epehis fact!

Aside from the connection to danaee see in this quotation th@ta g endtigationin
incorporatingvisualelements is holist inspired by his own spirituality and interest in Zen

philosophy By engaging with the theatrical aspects of penfance, Cagattemptgo rende the

William FettermanJ ohn Cageds Theatre Pi e c(AmsterddtoHaavood Academi@and Per f
Publishes, 1996), 21.

? Seelbid., 4.

% Though they met at the Cornish School in the late 1930s, their first collaborative compesitol d ndt come un
Credo and Usn 1942.

* Richard Kostelanet£ onversing with Cage2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2003), 113.
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experiencef artmore like that of life itsef [l to use his words: thét e st i ng of art
means df |life.od
A pivotal momentiCage 6s devel oping fascination witHh
event at Black Mountain College in North Carolina. Tdrgely freeform performanéeoften
describedhs theoriginalfi h a p p é mokmlgce in the ¢ h odiningdhall in the summer of
1952.During the event, Cage stood atop a ladder reading a lecture while his collaborators
performed works of their own: Merce Cunningham danbe@. Richads & Charles Olson read
poetry, David Tudor played pianandRobert Rauschenberg showed slides oflisvhite
paintings with phonograph accompaniment. The audience was seated thragmoatm
experiencing the mulfiaceted performandeom all angles.
Though seemirlg an impromptu event, th@erformancevas plannect leasto the
extent thatCage asginedeach collaborator one or maseerlappingime bracketsn which to
perfor m. Many of Caged6s compositions in the vy
be constructed usirgsimilar structurgin which events arscheduledvithin pre-determined
temporal boundaries. The interdisciplinarity of the edemtfrenetic conglomeratioof auraland
visual art form8é would be another important point of influen&&usicologistLeta E. Miller
describes the event as a turning pointig@06 s ar ti sti c career: the be
to composition, but also the culmination of the various collaborptejects that had occupied
him in previous year$
Cage closely associated the 1952 compositioNatier Musi with the Black

Mountain event. Ashewould laterrecall iwater Musiccomes from 192, | believ® the same

® John Cage: An AnthologiNew York, N.Y: Da Capo Press, 1991), 23.
fLeta E. Mi Il er, fClhgGadsidg€@ompanidn tordahh CagdnDaviddNichols
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 152.
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year as the Black Mountain shdvand was my immediaterea i on t o'Inrbality, event .
Water Musiaovas premieredeveral months before the Black Mountain happening in a
performancéy David Tudor at the New School for Social Research in New York City.g e 0 s
confusion of the chronologgeems to showow clcsely connected he saw the tworks
because of their similar incorporation of Amrsical elements

Water Musids generally considereo bethe firstofCageo&c sl | ed At Beater |
As hiographemavid Nichollshas notediit pieece i s as much theatrical
Cage describes the pieas follows

Water Musiawvishes to be a piece of music, but taadiuce visual elements in such a

way that it can be experienced as thedtek. | simply put into the chart things that

woulod produce not only sounds but that would produce actions that were interesting to
1
see.

Cagebds e withdhgatemé at leastm this casé wholly based on thadditionof visual

stimuli to supplement andorrespond with musical events.Water Musi¢theviewer/listener is

presented not only with a view of the stage and the@myhasized actions that produce the

sound, but alswith a glimpse at the conception of the piece and the perspective of the performer

via theoversizescore.Cage specifies that tf" x 34"score is to be displayed in such a way

that the notation is visible not only to the performer, but to the audséneell.In thisway,

visual elementare intendedo bring the audience closer to the world of the performer and to the
composer himselBy the late 1950s and early 1960sa g e 6 s e x p e rual elemeritss wi t h
had becomea central concerrCompositions like hi$lusic Walk Theater PieceandVariations

IV areentirely focused other engagement with theatéater Walk a1959reworkingof

Water Musi¢ belongs to this group.

" KostelanetzConversing with Cagel13.

8 SeeFettermanJohn Cage's Theatre Pieces

° David Nicholls,John CaggUrbana: University of lllinois Press, 2007),.56
1 KostelanetzConversing with Cagel 13.
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In January of 1959Cageappeared as a contestanttheltalian game show.ascia o
RaddoppidLASH-ya o raDOE-pyal. (The title may béooselyt ans| at ed as nAdndoubl
nothing ) An accomplished mycologist, Cage opted to answer a series of question
about mushrooms. With each successful round of questions, Cage was invited back the next
night. More importantlyfor each appearante was also invited to perform one of his own
compaitions Several ofthes® Water Walkincluded werewritten specificallyfor the
occasionlt is important to keep in mind, when discussing the role of visuality in the piece, that
Water Walkwas designed for performance on televisiodeed, the publishestore indicates
that the composition ispecificallyi nt ended for a fAsol o television

Enough elements are retained/fater Walko makeevidentits connection to
Water Music Both pieces use radios, prepared pianapua bird calls and whistieand as
their titles suggeét water.Beyond similarities in instrumentation and execution, howehker,
pieces areemarkablydifferent Water Walkplaces dar greater emphasis on visuality. The very
name of the piecenplies movemer@ WaterWalkas opposed t@/aterMusic Whereas the
earlier piece could, presumably, be performed all while sitting at the, phéatter Walkrequires
the perfeamerto physically move about the stage area. By giving the dimensions dhisite
tables and a suggestpdrformancdayout, Cage all but provides an explicit choreography of the
entire performance.

Even he scordor Water Walkis more visuathanWater Music relying
on pictograms instead of musical notation and extensive written direclismexpanded
instrumentation, too, seems determined by the visual recognizability of the olojéxss.
performance oh 6 v e Se&cecetCage makes a point of holding the sounebroducing objects

sothat the audience has a very clear view of thiile[zlif!| For instancewhen the score
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indicates that a rubber duck is to be squegt&ina just for the sound it maked] af the
associations that accompaimgttoy must be present as wétl.other words, aecording of a
rubber duck woulshot command the same whimsical associations

This interpretation differs frorthat ofJames Pritchett who, in his bodke Music of
JohnCage cont ends t hhaeta terviecntess stictrakgsealbastions are
marginab  a medtedfas if theweresound='! Indeed, | would suggesth at Caged6s own
performance oWater Walkspeaks tahe importancef visualityin such pieces and indicates
thatevents are not merelgcluded for their soundlone.

Compared tdVater Musié essentially a concert piece for solo piahisvater
Walkis much moreanimated|t features dar greater variety of instruments and algeto be
used by the performethirty-four played ovethree brief minutegWater Musi¢ by comparison,
has only thirteestretched over the courseitssix minutes and forty sends) Water Walk s
frantic pacingcould almost belescribedasslapstick an effect tha€Cageseems to haviead in
mind. Beforetheperformance oh 6 v e G o ta juasdi@ie@nal uneom dispute over who was
responsible for plugging in the radios left Cdayekingan essential element of his arsenal.
Compensating for the loss of functioning radidagedecidedo hit the radiosvhen he would
normally turnthem onand knock them off theable when he would normally tuthem off.

This decision, thougmade in the heat of the moment, has a poeticfaignte that is
hard to ignoreWhile accommodating thenexpectedonstraints of live televisiorGage
symbolicallydismisseshe notion of music as consisting only of sound by literally smashing
apart the technologicaimbodimentf this idealn other words,Cage rejects the concept of

radio while performing on televisiol.he gest ure draws a parall el

1 James Pritchetf,he Music of John Cag€ambridge [England]: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 147.
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interest in the visual aspects of musical performance and the increasing cultural dominance of
television over radio.

The audiene, though never seen, is heard clearly througtheuperformance. They react
with | aughter to Cageb6s suggest d temdiveadfast, s uch
then uproariousvhen the radios hit the groundf we j udge Cadeddvse pCeortf car m
Secretbytheaudieao e 6 s r eact iloono ka nodf osbavtiiosufsacti on on Cac
conclusion, then the performance was a complete success. But how could this palikedy
have come about? How could avgatrde art musit oftendismissé by the uninitiateds
wildly inaccessiblé have found such success with a comedy game show audience? To answer
these questiongne must consider the various discourses surrounding and shaping the first few
decades of telllli sionds existence.

During the 1940s and 1950as televisiorgrew rapidlyinto adominant force in
American culture, muchf the discourse surrounding this new medium was concerned with how
it wouldd or should develop as an emergggrformativeart form. As Brian Geoffrey Rose
explairsin his bookTelevision and the Performirfyts, N[ e] xperi mentation wa
day, with no one quite d¢*tookingdtthecommentarnof or mat s w
programmers, executives, critics, and journglists see a number ofices pullingon television
shaping ito meetvarious cultural needs

One of the most outspoken groupshese debatesas comprised of individuals who
predicted or at least hopei that television would emerge as an entirely new art faims
grouprecoqdi zed t el e v iTkeiaddeddvisual glentert mdtie melv mediunarich

mode of artistic expressipwhile the possibility of multiple visual perspectives made i

12 Brian Geoffrey RoseTelevision and the Performing Arts: A Handbook and Reference Guide to American
Cultural ProgrammingNew York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 1.
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infinitely more versatile than traditional live performandeerethe listener/viewd s ex per i enc
is constrained by theimmobileplace n t he audi ence. Proponents of
autonomousgnode of expressioput it on equal footing with other westeart forms like opera,
ballet, orcinemal[[SIEEY| As oneenthusiastiavriter put it: fiTelevision shall become the
instrument for the highest form of artistic expression ever attained to by man sinc® the 16
centuryo™

Other commentators were not quite so enthusiastic. To them, television desiteed
suited tosupplemenexisting art forms. Much dhis discussion was fueled byewidely-held
belief thattelevisionnetworksshouldprovidetheir viewers with culturallyedifying
programming. In 195Zpr exampleNBC | aunched fAOperation Front al
just this™* [[IEEFS| According to network exetive Sylvester Weaver, the purpose of the
project was to

expose all of our people to the thrilling rewards that come from an understanding of fine

music, ballet, the literary classics, science, art, everythirggJo make us all into
intellectual® there & the challenge of televisidn.

Thesesense of civic dutyvere further fueled by pressure from the FCC and other outside interest
groups Some of theesultingprograms enjoyed modest succedwws likeOmnibus Camera

Three Look Up and LiveLamp UntoMy Feet andDirectionstirelesslyprovidedcultural
programming for yeafs even avangardeperformanced and were instrmental in pushing the
creative andrtistic boundaries of the medium. Buttawdl programming was neconomically

viable and most ohiese shows were relegated to Sunday morning time slots where reetwork

13 Mildred Steffens (1945) quotedMur r ay For man, fA60One Night on TV |Is Wort
Musicians and Opportunity in Early Television, 198& Popular Music21, no. 3 (October 2002): 254.

1 For further discussion, sé&ose,Television and the Performing Arts

15 Quoted inlbid., 2-3.
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could fulfill their perceivedbligations without the risk adlienating viewers anlbsing
primetime sponsor€. [\

According to Rose, the failure of cultural programming was due irt@éne cultural
baggage of these traditioh'sClassical musicfor examplewas widely perceived dacking the
visual excitement needéd succeed on television. But where classical music failed to appeal to
television audiencegnother idionfound sucessMany commentators on early television
recognized the potential forravitalizatiord or, perhaps, reissancé of Vaudeville.As
Murray Forman points out, discussions of early television were often characteryzedeetorit
of o pp otWhenbroatcgst radio and cinema led to the miachented decline of
vaudeville in the 1920s and 1930s, many performers and managers turned to television as a
promising source of employment.

In a 1950 piece farollywood Quarterly WPIX production manager Rudy &z
describeshose qualitie®f television which contribute to its unigpeojection oflivenes$ to
usehiswords: t s fi mmedi acy, s pYRILLes)Accotdipg to Bretrdhea ct u a l
vi ewer 0 s ataewision prgranhishappening concurrenthas never happened before,
and is a relgperformance all work together to create a unique medliome that, in the
economic climate of the 59s, was particularly weBuited to facilitating a vaudevilkevival.

We may in this light, view the variety show formgitatemerged on television around this
timed and to which game shows liked v e Se&coetvereaclosely relatedl as heir to the
vaudeille tradition. The quick succession of brief, stylistically disjunct performaracesthe

central role of humoin variety showsareimmediatelyreminiscent ovaudeville idioms

% bid., 3.

" Seelbid., 91.

BForman, f' One Night on TV Is Worth Weeks at the Par ame
YRudy Bretz, #fT WolyvsodQuartefys, no. F(inten 1950): 15363.
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The qualities described WBretz are exactly what Cageould havefound exciting about
televisionil| mmedi acy, spontaneity, and actwualityo c
ef fect of Ca gléuique livenasstieerrealpyof televised.performanée
resonateswitliCagé@desti ng af od Pdrfardiiapcs efévater Walkon
televisionwork not because avaglarde musidulfilled cultural obligationsbut becausthey fit
with the programmingdeals of midcentury American televisioThe shorter length of the piece,
the maked focus a visuality, and theomically rapid pace of performance all make the piece
remarkably wellsuited to the vaudevileum-variety show contextdf 6 ve Got a Secr et

* * *

Il would | i ke to ssuggesendeleyisiotwhsaathornbuinfaanty Cage 0 s
singulardecisionon the part of the composétor was itthe result of teleision producers
exploiting Cage, framing him as a novelty.&ather, | se¢hese achievemends the product of
momentarily intersecting trajectories. Leadingup tolttet e 1950s, Cageds deve
composer brought hi closer and closer to the exangealing ideals of broadcast television

It might be tempting to think tha reworkingWater Musido becoméNater WalkCage
hadcompronised his artistic integrify selling outby pandering to the tastes of television
audiencesBut in fact, the opposite seems to be true. Television offered Cage an opportunity to
tease out the artistic possibilities suggested by his earlier Wwaonkght besimilarly tempting to
think of Cageas having usetklevision as a promotionaltod.ut her e again, the
quite seem to fitDespite the success of his few appearances on television, this does not seem to
be a venue that Cage purswdtbr 1960Nor woulditbeaccurat t o attri bute Cage

appearances on televisitmthe perceived obligations of network programmers. Though we
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might now associate John Cage with the world of art uasCage himself would have at the
timed Water Walkis a far cry fromtypical fihigh-culturalo performance.
The rhetoric of the classicalusictradition is often preoccupied withusi®@ s atbi | i t y
move the listenelo tears. Television audiencé®weverd often described as varaus
consumers ofighthearted materiél have historically beemuchmore interested in laughintn
fact, it is this very departure from Western classical idealsth&eWater Walkand popular
television such an ideal matclust before the performanceWhter Walkonl 6 ve Got a Sec
GarryMoores ai d to Cage, AThese are nice people, bu

alright?d06 AOf cour se! congdelaughteCraefermldlesto tepdllelsf ul r e
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a Methon&hl Fish

Garry Moore and John Cage on

I've Got a Secret, February 24, 1960
(0:57)

Perfectly seriously, | consider music the production of sound. And since,
in the piece which you will hear | produce sound, | will call it music.

John Cage
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John Cage performing Water Walk on I've Got a Secret, February 24,1960
https//blogfilesswimu.org/KF/2007/08/caged. mpg (5:26-6:42)
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this paper:

I. Theatricality and Visuality

* sources for Cage's growing fascination with the visual
aspects of musical performance

Il. Composing Water Walk

* a comparative analysis of Cage’s Water Music (1952) and
Water Walk (1959)

Ill. Discourses on Television

* television as an emergent art form, cultural programming,
and variety shows as vaudeville
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Experience with dance led me [to incorporate theatrical
elements]. The reflection that a human being isn't just ears
but also has eyes [...]. | found through QOriental philosophy, my
work with Suzuki, that what we are doing is living, and that we
are not moving toward a goal but are, so to speak, at the goal
constantlyand changing with it, and that art, if it is going to do
anything useful, should open our eyes to this fact.

John Cage

Ouatedin Richard Kostelanetz, Conversing with Cage, 2nd ed. {New York: Routledge, 2003), 113.
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“testing of art by means of life”
John Cage

John Cage: An Anthology (New York, N.Y: Da Capo Press, 1991), 23.
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Water Music

(1952)

Water Music comes from
1952, | believe—the same
year as the Black Mountain
show—and was my
immediate reaction to that
event.

John Cage

Richard Kostelanetz, Conversing with Cage,
2nd ed. (New: York: Routledge, 2003}, 113,
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were interesting to see.

Water Music wishes to be a piece of music, but to introduce
visual elements in such a way that it can be experienced as
theater. [...] | simply put into the chart things that would
produce not only sounds but that would produce actions that

John Cage

Quotedin Richard Kostelanetz, Conversing with Cage, 2nd ed. {New York: Routledge, 2003}, 113,
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Mike Bongiorno and John Cage, Lascia o Raddoppia, January, 1959
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Water Music

New York City, Spring 1952

G o
r% WK WHBILE
ﬂ% GRAUALLY INTO

“ub WATER

(score sample)

Water Music

(Milan, January 1959}
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John Cage squeezing a rubber duck on /'ve Got a Secret, February 24, 1960
hitp://blogfileswfmu.org /KF/2007/04/cage.mpg 6:52)
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