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Dear Reader,

We extend our gratitude for perusing this inaugural issue of the TD NEXUS Transdisciplinary
Research Newsletter. In this edition, we focus on John Cage (1912-1992), one of the most

representative—and at the same time most controversial—composers of twentieth-century music.

Rather than attempting a comprehensive discussion of Cage's entire body of work, this newsletter
concentrates on several key moments in which Western musical thought encountered Eastern
philosophy. Through these encounters, we examine how ideas about music, the role of the

composer, and the concept of "chance" were transformed.

C '-

-.u J:t—r :R-.-i',

a r - (C-:r rh-:._

4:33 1951 Interpreting a John Cage score

Music Is Everywhere prepared piano  John Cage Centennial Festival: W

John Cage and "Chance Music": How Free Can Music Become?
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We extend our gratitude for perusing this inaugural issue of the TD NEXUS Transdisciplinary
Research Newsletter. In this edition, we focus on John Cage (1912-1992), one of the most
representative—and at the same time most controversial—composers of twentieth-century music.

Rather than attempting a comprehensive discussion of Cage's entire body of work, this newsletter
concentrates on several key moments in which Western musical thought encountered Eastern
philosophy. Through these encounters, we examine how ideas about music, the role of the
composer, and the concept of "chance" were transformed.

I did not study Zen indiscriminately with just anyone. | studied under Suzuki.
My interest in Zen is based on the hope of recovering a spirit that Americans have lost.

© Feature : What Is Music?
John Cage was a composer who continually posed fundamental yet seemingly simple questions
such as, "What is music?" and "What does a composer do?"

Distancing himself from traditional conceptions of music that emphasize melody, harmony, and
emotional expression, Cage developed a strong interest in sounds that arise by chance and in

musical processes whose outcomes are not predetermined.

A well-known example is 4'33".

In this work, the performer intentionally produces no sounds. Instead, environmental sounds—such
as coughing, footsteps, and noises from outside the venue—are presented as "music."

For Cage, this was not mere provocation, but an attempt to rethink the very act of listening.

Eastern Thought and "Chance"

Cage's ideas did not emerge solely from within music itself.

Zen Buddhism, which he studied through D. T. Suzuki, and the / Ching (Book of Changes), which he
used consistently in his compositional process, played a decisive role in shaping his thought.

By using the / Ching, Cage sought to eliminate personal taste and intention from composition as
much as possible, entrusting decisions to procedural methods instead.

This approach is often described as "Chance," but for Cage it was less about randomness than

about a practice of stepping back as a composer, allowing sounds to appear as they are.

A Changing World — Science, Thought, and Art

Cage's stance is deeply connected to broader intellectual shifts of the twentieth century.

Einstein's theory of relativity and Heisenberg's uncertainty principle undermined the modern
assumption that the world is fully predictable and controllable.

At the same time, increasing international exchange gave Western artists and thinkers greater
exposure to Eastern philosophies.

Amid the postwar destabilization of values, Zen and the | Ching became important resources for
rethinking nature, time, and the role of human agency from alternative perspectives.

Cage and Japan
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John Cage's influence extended strongly to postwar Japan._At the center of this reception was the
composer and pianist Toshi Ichiyanagi.
Through Ichiyanagi, Cage's ideas and music were introduced to Japan's musical world, causing a
major impact that came to be known as the "Cage shock".
Evaluations of Cage were divided. Common criticisms included remarks such as "it does not
convey emotion" or "it is difficult to understand as music."
Composer Yuji Takahashi, however, argued that Cage's music should not be understood as leaving
things to chance, but rather as music of indeterminacy, in which outcomes remain undecided.

An anecdote shared by Mr. Serizawa (P3 art and environment) recounts that during Cage's stay in Tokyo,
he consulted the / Ching almost every morning. This suggests that chance was not merely a
compositional technique for Cage, but a daily practice.

Critiques of "Chance Music"
Cage's stance also attracted criticism. The physical chemist and philosopher llya Prigogine stated:

This mixture of laws and events is typical of course of art. That is the reason why | cannot
agree with what John Cage has said by the way in the sense that the main point "to return
to chance.”

“Chance is an essential elements of nature, but it is not the only one.
Nature is this courious mixture of events, determinism and laws.

Postmodernism and Eastern Thought

Cage's ideas are often discussed in the context of postmodernism.

In particular, views of postmodernism as nonlinear and organic resonate strongly with Eastern
philosophy.

The metaphor of the "rhizome" proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, as well as the images
described by architectural theorist Charles Jencks—winding paths and branching rivers—can be
understood as models of becoming without centers or hierarchies.

Seen in this light, the possibilities Cage found in Zen and the | Ching were not expressions of
exoticism, but rather a theoretical foundation for imagining future music and art.

At the intersection of Eastern thought and Western experimental music, John Cage's work
continues to generate debate today.

These discussions extend beyond the question of "What is music?" to more fundamental issues:
How do we listen, decide, and engage with the world?

Precisely because no definitive answers exist, these questions will continue to stimulate thought
across eras and disciplines.

Dr. Ling Sayuri Chen
Editor-In-Chief, TD NEXUS Transdisciplinary Research Newsletter
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At the Crossroads of Wisdom
Francois Jullien Raviver de l'esprit en ce monde

Watch the Conversation on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMgzbDzJy8A

News
1. [Margaret CH.] Searching for identity in the Age of Diversity:
The True Self Resonating Within Relativity — Global Wisekeeper Network

https://neotransformer.com/identity

2. On January 12, 2026, Fumitsuki Arai held a New Year live painting event at AEON Mall Futtsu in
Chiba Prefecture.

https://araifuzuki.com/ja/new/futtsu2026/

3. At this conference on YouTube channel, "Super Talents for Future," Margaret Hiro Kimishima will
have a discussion with an acknowledged film director Yoko Yoshijima in February. Details will be
announced soon.

4. Dr. Sayuri Chen has been officially appointed Editor-in-Chief of the TD NEXUS Newsletter.
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Music Is Everywhere prepared piano John Cage Centennial Festival: W
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Watch the Conversation on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMgzbDzJy8A
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