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John Cage (1912–1992) was one of the foremost composers and theorists of the 20th century.
His radical experiments with noise, silence and timbre, and his use of chance operations and
indeterminacy, continue to influence the realm of music and many other fields of artistic in-
quiry. Cage traveled extensively around the world and had contact with countless artists and
intellectuals. Among these, he maintained longtime friendships and exchanges with several
Mexican creators. He visited the country on at least four occasions between the late 1960s
and mid-1970s, in a time of cultural effervescence with which he found multiple reverbera-
tions. There is evidence that he privately visited Cuernavaca and Yucatán; however, his visits
to Mexico City in 1968 and 1976, both of which included public appearances, were the most
significant.

Cage’s relations to Mexico date back to the 1940s, through his admiration for the work
of composer Carlos Chávez. The latter’s book Toward a New Music—one of the first writ-
ings in history to address the potential of electronic music—was of particular influence. In
1942 Chávez completed the Toccata for Percussion Instruments, commissioned by Cage for
his percussion ensemble. That same year, the American composer published an analysis of
Chávez’s Indian Symphony. Both kept correspondence at least until the late sixties. Nonethe-
less, it was Cage’s close friendship with renowned writer Octavio Paz that sparked an interest
in Mexico. Cage met Paz and his future wife Marie-José Tramini in 1964 in India, where
Paz was serving as Mexican ambassador. They sustained a warm and long-lasting friendship,
writing frequently and meeting in different countries on many occasions. Cage and Paz also
made some collaborations; among them, they revised the English translation of Paz’s poem
“Reading John Cage,” which he wrote in 1968.

The first formal plan to visit Mexico arose after meeting with the couple and other friends
in June of 1966. Cage describes the scene in the foreword of A Year from Monday, his second
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compilation of writings: “[I]t was a Saturday; there were six of us having dinner in a restaurant
on the Hudson north of Newburgh; we arranged to meet in Mexico […]; one was born there
but hadn’t been there for five years; his wife, whom he married in India, like me has never been
there.”1 Due to the diners’ various commitments, the meeting planned “a year from Monday”
did not take place. Instead, Cage’s first trip to Mexico materialized in 1968, alongside the
Merce Cunningham Dance Company.

During the 1960s, Cage acted as the company’s musician and promoter, joining four inter-
national tours. In the summer of 1968, the company traveled to Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro,
Buenos Aires and Caracas. In Mexico City, as part of the Cultural Program of the XIX
Olympic Games, they offered three shows on July 15–19 at the Palace of Fine Arts. The
programs included three works involving Cage: Suite for Five (1953–1958); Field Dances
(1963); and How to Pass, Kick, Fall and Run (1966). Cage and Cunningham gave an inter-
view to Beatrice Trueblood and Juan Vicente Melo, published in Revista de Bellas Artes no.
24. Melo describes their presentations at Bellas Artes as “among the most original, fascinat-
ing and nurturing events we have seen in our country in many years.”2 This experience was
also rewarding for Cage, who met artist and architect Eduardo Terrazas, architect Ruth Rivera,
writer Ramón Xirau, and musicians Raúl Cosío, Eduardo Mata and Conlon Nancarrow among
others.

One of the figures that attracted Cage the most was Nancarrow. Practically unknown at
the time, Nancarrow was a musician born in the United States, living in Mexico since 1940
and naturalized in 1956. His work was oriented towards the possibilities offered by the player
piano, particularly for serialist and polyrhythmic compositions accomplishing levels of com-
plexity that would only be equaled with the use of computers. Cage had heard Nancarrow’s
musical experiments through recordings and had used them in dialogue with Cunningham’s
work in two works from the early sixties.3 While in Mexico City, Cage did not miss the
opportunity to meet Nancarrow in his studio and listen to his work played first-hand.

The second and only other public appearance of John Cage in Mexico was spearheaded by
composer Mario Lavista. During the 1970s, Lavista figured as an innovative musician in the
country. Then director of the music division of the cultural office at UNAM, his work explored
improvisation and dialogue with other art forms (particularly with his group Quanta4). He was

1Foreword, in John Cage, A Year from Monday (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1967), x.
2Juan Vicente Melo, “Conversación con Merce Cunningham y John Cage”, in Revista de Bellas Artes no. 24

(November–December 1968), 86.
3Crises (1960) and Cross Currents (1964). “Cage and Nancarrow (1989)” in John Cage Trust, June 25, 2015

[online: johncagetrust.blogspot.mx].
4Among its members was Nicolás Echevarría, who later became a filmmaker. Cage and Echevarría also became

friends and occasional collaborators.
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well aware of Cage and had incorporated some of his ideas into his own work, particularly non-
traditional uses of classical instruments and indeterminacy. Invited by Lavista and UNAM,
Cage returned to Mexico City in February 1976. On this occasion he shared his explorations
on indeterminacy through the use of the I Ching (or Book of Changes, an ancient Chinese book
of divination that can be consulted using numbers obtained through chance). Cage offered
three lectures at the Benjamin Franklin Library, and together with Grete Sultan presented
excerpts from Empty Words and Études Australes at the Teatro Amalia Hernández.

In these works, both created between 1974 and 1975, the I Ching plays a central role as
a tool for composition. Empty Words used this method to successively deconstruct sentences,
words, syllables and letters taken from the diaries of Henry David Thoreau. The Études Aus-
trales are 32 pieces for piano that Cage composed for Sultan. Using a star chart of the southern
hemisphere, he obtained groups of notes that could be played with a single hand. With the
help of the I Ching, Cage selected and combined these groups into a series of compositions
that are progressively saturated with sound. The chance operations generated arrangements
of great complexity, so much so that Sultan was not able to perform all of the Études until
1982; in the recital in Mexico she only performed the first eight.

It is noteworthy that while already known within Mexican artistic circles, Cage’s work and
ideas were disseminated more vigorously after these visits. His presentations motivated com-
posers, artists and other creators to explore his ideas, and even to produce works in homage.
Such is the case of Arnaldo Coen, a close friend of Lavista’s, who shared Cage’s interest
in the I Ching and the notions of mutation and transformation. Coen had begun a series of
graphic experiments based on a cubic structure that allowed for different combinations of its
elements. Inspired by their personal encounter with Cage in 1976, Coen and Lavista created
Jaula, Homenaje a John Cage. In this iteration of the series, the cube serves as the basis for
a graphic score that can be interpreted freely. The dots painted on the edges represent four
possible notes: C, A, G and E—in a literal use of the musician’s surname. Lavista conceived
the piece for prepared piano and premiered it in 1977 at the Sala Manuel M. Ponce in Bellas
Artes.5 Coen and Lavista produced three copies of the score: one they gave to Cage, and the
other two retained for themselves.

Another visual tribute to Cage produced in 1976 is Kazuya Sakai’s Renga IV (John Cage).
The Argentinian painter of Japanese origin had lived in Mexico since the mid-sixties, and in
addition to his artistic production he worked under Octavio Paz as a graphic designer for
the magazine Plural. His Ondulaciones series of paintings depicted visual interpretations
of the work of contemporary composers including Karlheinz Stockhausen, György Ligeti,

5Ana R. Alonso Minutti, “Permuting Cage”, in Brújula: revista interdisciplinaria sobre estudios latinoameri-
canos no. 6 (2007), 119.
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Iannis Xenakis, and Olivier Messiaen. As part of this series, Renga IV makes reference to
a composition by Cage, whom he met in NewYork in 1963.6While paying homage to Cage,
these works also illustrate the particular explorations their creators led at the time. Cage was a
subject as much as a reference in the experiments these Mexican artists and intellectuals were
producing in their own disciplines. In this sense, Cage provides a thread that weaves together
numerous stories of artistic innovation in the country, which extend far beyond music and
continue to be relevant.

6Kazuya Sakai Jazz”, in La era de la discrepancia, Olivier Debroise, ed. (México: Universidad Nacional
Autónoma de México, 2006), 138.
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