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ABSTRACT 

Background 

In 1969, John Cage sought permission from Editions Max 

Eschig to use his two-piano arrangement of Satie’s Socrate as 

the score for the Cunningham dance Second Hand; denied this 

permission, he used chance procedures to compose Cheap 

Imitation, a work that preserved the rhythmic structure of 

Socrate while changing its pitch content. In terms of Cage’s 

œuvre it was at once an anomaly and a way forward. The work 

Cage created against Satie and for Cunningham’s dance rami-

fies, multiplies, and problematizes authorship. It was the first 

of a series of works that proceeded similarly. The process that 

the work catalyzed allowed Cage to return to working with 

tones after a decade of more abstract, conceptual projects. 

Cage’s ‘imitations’ suggest new ways to consider intertextual 

networks (and the compositional process) in terms of subtrac-

tion, filtration, and translation, rather than merely in terms of 

shared materials. They also provide the source of the mono-

phonic musical surface that predominates in the later Cage of 

the ‘number’ pieces (1987–1992) and provide a means of re-

appraising the pivotal 4’33” (1952) as well. Most significantly, 

the ‘imitation’ process gave birth to a number of the Solos for 

Voice that Cage composed in 1970 as part of the Song Books. I 

present a cartographic summary of Cage’s ‘Imitations’ and 

‘Rubbings’ that situates them in the context of the music and 

literature they draw on, provide homage to, and erase. As I will 

show, such cartographic analysis opens doors to extrinsic 

analyses of works not explicitly modeled on prior music as 

well. 

Aims and Repertoire Studied 

By investigating the relationship of Cage’s source material 

to its chance-derived ‘imitation’, I hope to explore Cage’s 

relationship to his influences. The works discussed are the 

following ‘Cheap Imitations’ from the Song Books: 

– Solo 18. Music: Satie, Socrate, III, via Cage, Cheap Imita-

tion, III. Text: V. Cousin, from Satie, Socrate, III, subject to 

chance operations; 

– Solo 25. Music: Satie, Ludions No. 3, ‘La grenouille amé-

ricaine’. Text: Fargue, ‘La grenouille américaine’, syllable 

mix; 

– Solo 27. Music: Satie, ‘Kyrie’ from Messe des pauvres. Text: 

Thoreau, Journal; 

– Solo 30. Music: Satie, Socrate, II, via Cage, Cheap Imitation, 

II. Text: A ‘collage’ (not a mix) from Thoreau’s Journal; 

– Solo 39. Music: Schubert, ‘Die Hoffnung’, D. 295. Text: 

Schiller, ‘Die Hoffnung’ (Gedichte, Ch. 74); 

– Solo 47. Music: Mozart, ‘Queen of the Night’ Aria from Die 

Zauberflöte, K. 620. Text: Syllable mix drawn from the ten 

‘thunderclaps’ of Joyce, Finnegan’s Wake; 

– Solo 85. Music: Satie, 12 Chorals. Text: Syllable mixes 

from Thoreau’s Journals. 

Methods 

The study is supported by examination of the Solos for Voice 

and of the source works, especially those by Satie. 

Implications 

Cage’s statements about why he chose his influences, and 

what he took from them, have received little attention. This 

study allows us to examine the process of appropriation 

through a keener lens. Further work will, I hope, allow me to 

pinpoint the textual sources for Solos 27, 30, and 85 in Tho-

reau’s Journal.  

Keywords 

Cage, Chance, Indeterminacy, Satie, Thoreau, Song Books, 

Cheap Imitation, Socrate, Collage. 

REFERENCES 

Bernstein, David, 2001. ‘Techniques of Appropriation in the Music of 

John Cage’, Contemporary Music Review, 20/4, 71–90. 

Borges, Jorge Luis, 1964. ‘Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote’, in 

Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings. New York (NY): 

New Directions, 36–44. 

Cage, John, 1961. Silence: Lectures and Writings. Middletown (CT): 

Wesleyan University Press. 

———, 1967. A Year From Monday: New Lectures and Writings. 

Middletown (CT): Wesleyan University Press. 

———, 1970. Song Books. 3 vol. New York (NY): Henmar 

Press/C. F. Peters. 

———, 1979. Empty Words: Writings ’73 – ’78. Middleton (CT): 

Wesleyan University Press. 

———, 1991. John Cage: An Anthology, ed. Richard Kostelanetz. 

New York (NY): Da Capo Press. 

———, 1993. John Cage Writer: Previously Uncollected Pieces, ed. 

Richard Kostelanetz. New York (NY): Limelight Editions. 

———, 2016. The Selected Letters of John Cage, ed. Laura Kuhn. 

Middletown (CT): Wesleyan University Press. 

Cage, John, and Charles, Daniel, 1976. For the Birds. Bos-

ton (MA)/London: Marion Boyars. 

Cage, John, and Kostelanetz, Richard, 1988. Conversing with Cage. 

New York (NY): Limelight Editions. 

Clausius, Katharina, 2011. ‘John Cage’s ‘Whiteness’: ‘Cheap Imita-

tion’’, Tempo 65/258, 11–19. 

Gena, Peter, and Brent, Jonathan, 1982. A John Cage Reader: In 

Celebration of his 70th Birthday. New York (NY): C. F. Peters. 

Jensen, Marc, 2009. ‘The Role of Choice in John Cage’s ‘Cheap 

Imitation’’, Tempo 63/247, 25–37. 

Kostelanetz, Richard, 1997. Thirty Years of Critical Engagement with 

John Cage. New York (NY): Archae. 



9 t h  E U R O P E A N  M U S I C  A N A L Y S I S  C O N F E R E N C E  —  E U R O M A C  9  

P O S T P R I N T  –  T E M P O R A R Y  V E R S I O N  2 

Morris, Robert, 2010. The Whistling Blackbird: Essays and Talks on 

New Music. Rochester (NY): University of Rochester Press. 

Nakai, You, 2014. ‘How to Imitate Nature in Her Manner of Opera-

tion: Between What John Cage Did and What He Said He Did’, 

Perspectives of New Music 52/3, 141–60. 

Nicholls, David (ed.), 2002. The Cambridge Companion to John Cage. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Orledge, Robert, 1990. Satie the Composer. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Patterson, David W. (ed.), 2002. John Cage: Music, Philosophy, and 

Intention, 1933–1950. New York (NY): Routledge. 

Perry, Jeffrey, 2015. ‘‘A Quiet Corner Where We Can Talk’: Cage’s 

Satie, 1948–58’, Contemporary Music Review 33/5-6, 483–511. 

Potter, Caroline, 2016. Erik Satie: A Parisian Composer and His 

World. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press. 

Pritchett, James, 1993. The Music of John Cage. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press. 

———, 2012. ‘John Cage: Song books’, James Pritchett: Writings on 

Cage (& others), web site, <http://www.rosewhite mu-

sic.com/cage/texts/SongBooks.html>, accessed 20/04/2023. 

Shultis, Christopher, 1998. ‘Saying Nothing: John Cage and Henry 

David Thoreau’s Aesthetics of Co-Existence’, Tijdschrift voor 

Musiektheorie 3/3, 169–77. 

———, 2013. Silencing the Sounded Self: John Cage and the Amer-

ican Experimental Tradition. Hanover (NH): University Press of 

New England.  

Silverman, Kenneth, 2010. Begin Again: A Biography of John Cage. 

New York (NY): Alfred A. Knopf. 

Zukofsky, Paul, 1995. Liner notes to John Cage: Chorals, Cheap 

Imitation, Freeman Etudes I–VIII (New York (NY): CP2 Re-

cordings 103),  

<http://www.musicalobservations.com/recordings/ 

cp2_103.html>, accessed 20/04/2023. 

 


