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Specifics of the selected historical example: 
Cage, John (1912-92): Concert for Piano and Orchestra, written in 1957-58. 
Premiered in 1958 in Town Hall, New York City, USA. 
Orchestration:  The score for Concert for Piano and Orchestra consists of separate score parts, complete within themselves. The 

piano part is 63 pages, with 84 different types of notation. The orchestra parts are solos for three violins, two 
violas, violincello, bass, flute, clarinet, bassoon (or baritone saxophone), trumpet, trombone and tuba. Each 
orchestra solo is 16 pages, with five conventional five-line staffs per page.1 

This analysis will refer to three different scores. The referenced scores are: 
 Cage, John, Concert for Piano and Orchestra, Conductor, Edition Peters, 1957-58. 
 Cage, John, Soio for Sliding Trombone, from Concert for Piano and Orchestra, Edition Peters, 1957-58. 
 Cage, John, Solo for Piano, from Concert for Piano and Orchestra, Edition Peters, 1957-58.  

Introduction 
I first came to know John Cage’s openly modular2 Concert For Piano and Orchestra (1957-58) as a trombonist, 
performing the pages written for the trombone in a solo program. The composer’s first line of text, as a means of 
introducing his work to the musician, is: “The following 12 pages for a trombone player may be played with or 
without the other parts for other players. It is therefore a trombone solo or a part in an ensemble, symphony, or 
concerto for piano with orchestra.”3  The composer has also instructed that in the case the solo piece be 
programmed, it should be called Solo for Sliding Trombone.  
 
I think this modular work is fascinating. There are no conventional rules or restrictions, but in Cage’s typical 
anarchistic style, suddenly everything I did on stage was on equal footing and held just as equal significance. 
Everything: changing mutes, removing my bell, playing flutes, (re)moving (tuning) slides, breathing, rests, silences, 
and of course conventional playing techniques such as crescendos and decrescendos, articulations, dynamics and 
note-lengths.  All of it was fair game for musical (and performative) interpretation.  Quite the challenge! 
 
Concert for Piano and Orchestra can also be performed with a conductor and, in fact, was premiered with Merce 
Cunningham (Cage’s longtime friend an artistic compatriot) fulfilling that very function. The conductor has his own 
part separate to the musicians. He is instructed to show time to the musicians (and audience), but not in any 
conventional fashion. His hands act as second hands, making his body one large clock. The musicians, having 
determined beforehand (together with the conductor) the length of the performance, keep an eye on the 
conductor’s clock-like movements to be sure to progress through their own parts in a time-unit-appropriate fashion.  
 
The conductor’s role, to a certain degree, has been fully choreographed by the composer. Although he or she may 
choose the starting and ending point (based on the desired length of the performance), the sequence of movements 
is precisely detailed and thus represents a rigid restriction.  The conductor, however doe have an interesting 
influence, as we will see below, on actual time, and therefore on the other performing musicians’ interpretations of 
their own parts.  
 
As a solo trombonist, I was required to put together my own version of the Cage’s composition. (The same applies 
for all musicians participating in a performance (solo or ensemble) of this piece.) That’s not really abnormal. One 
must do that, to one degree or another, with all composed music. However, what is special about this piece, is the 
freedom Cage’s indeterminacy offers. A performer may play any or all pages, or none; any or all systems, or none; 
any or all notes; etc. It is, however, advised to pre-determine the time length of each performance and to practice, 
and mold the piece until it fits within this frame.  I found that this degree of afforded freedom weighed heavily. It 

 
1 Fetterman, William, (1999.) 
2 Saunders, James, (2008.) 
3 Cage, John, (1957-58.) 
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was an enjoyable challenge, but one that forced me to consider many more aspects of my performance as holding 
artistic weight than I had hither to been confronted.  
 
The conductor, when enlisted, acts as a tool directly operated by the composer. Through the conductor, the 
composer wields an influence over effective (or performed, or operative) time that, depending on the sequence, can 
vary greatly from actual time. When utilizing a conductor, Cage controls one important aspect of the performance: 
the speed at which the performers must play the, by their own hand, pre-determined parts.  

Historical context 
Concert for Piano and Orchestra was written for and first performed by the long time Cage collaborator David Tudor 
on Solo Piano and Merce Cunningham as Conductor in 1958 in New York’s Town Hall. Of note, and especially for this 
research are the renowned Cage scholar, William Fetterman’s, comments in regard to the conductor’s position:  

Cage composed a movement score for the conductor’s part in Concert For Piano and Orchestra (1957-58).4 
 
To further explain this new movement-based role, Cage, in his book “Silence” (1961), made the following remarks in 
regard to the non-traditional conductor’s score: 

Giving up control so that sounds can be sounds (they are not men [i.e. sounds are not Beethoven]: they are sounds) 
means for instance: the conductor of an orchestra is no longer a policeman. Simply an indicator of time – not in beats – 
like a chronometer. He has his own part. Actually he is not necessary if all the players have some other way of knowing 
what time it is and how that time is changing.5   

 
It is significant that Cage included a conductor in this piece at all, especially because of his “problematic relationship 
between individual and ensemble. He went to considerable lengths to avoid vesting authority in either conductors or 
soloists…. In effect, the conductor [in Concert For Piano and Orchestra] is transformed from government official to 
utility technician.”6  That said, Cage also instructs the conductor to place himself before the musicians in a position 
“where he may be seen by all the players.”7 In this manner, the he still instructs the conductor to fulfill a 
conventional role and serve as a focal point for both the musicians, and (because the players all focus at least some 
of their attention on the conductor) for the audience, as well.   
 
Also, the clock-like motions made by the conductor, visible for all present, delineate in a very obvious (perhaps basic) 
fashion, the division and passage of time. The musicians are impelled to follow the conductor as he guides them 
through the indications of passing time that they have prepared in their own parts. (See below.) 
 
As mentioned above, the conductor’s part is a movement score. It requires a performer. The conductor must create 
his own performance score, rehearse and practice on his own, and be prepared to perform it in front of an audience 
(of both musicians and paying public.)  Merce Cunningham made the following remarks about his own preparations 
for the premiere: 

John asked me to do it because he thought it was physically difficult. In a way it is, but it soon doesn’t become difficult. 
I recall my arms being very tired, because you had to hold your arms up and this is to indicate fifteen, thirty, forty-five, 
and a minute; and if you go very slow, the players make few sounds, or if the arms move fast, they play faster. It’s not so 
much about slow or fast as more sounds or less sounds. 
[Question: Was there much rehearsal?] 
Not with the orchestra, but I did by myself to learn how to do that, because you had to watch the watch, and sort of 
keep track of your score – not for the musicians, but for yourself – and since it was the first time it had been done, it was 
sort of strange (laughs). 
In the beginning it was hard to do. Later I learned to do it, but in the beginning it was, because it was new. It’s not 
difficult once you get the idea, it’s just the first time it’s strange, and it was curious for the players to get used to this 
idea of seeing that way. It’s like looking at a clock, of course, but you soon get over that. 8 

 
It could be argued that the principle influence of the conductor on this piece is on the passage of time. Cunningham 
remarks that the speed at which he moves his clock arms has a direct correlating effect on the speed at which the 

 
4 Fetterman, Willam (1999.) Emphasis added by the researcher.  
5 Cage, John, (1961), p. 72. 
6 Nicholls, David, (2002), p. 220. 
7 Cage, John, (1957-58.) 
8 Fetterman, William: Interview with Cunningham, 1989. 
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players perform their parts. It follows then, that should a conductor be included and utilized in a performance of 
this piece, that Cage also intended to keep this one conventional variable directly and solely under the control of the 
conductor.  

Interpreting the scores 
John Cage dispersed the instructions for performing this piece between the three various roles in the orchestra: 
conductor, soloist, and musician:  
 
From the Conductor’s score: 

Using a stop-watch, the conductor changes clock-time to effective time. Standing where he may be seen by all the 
players, he represents to them the movement of a second-hand, but counter-clockwise (beginning each minute with the 
left arm high and descending to the left. At effective 30” the right arm continues to the right and up to effective 60”. 
When a change in speed is approaching he indicates this with his free hand., an upward motion announcing a faster 
speed, a descending one announcing a slower one. Throughout the final minute he keeps the free arm at 0.”, the end 
being indicated by the touching of the two palms. 9 

 
From the Solo for Piano score: 

Each part is one system for a single pianist to be played with or without any or all parts written for orchestral 
instruments. The whole is to be taken as a body of material presentable at any point between minimum (nothing 
played) and maximum (everything played) both horizontally and vertically. A program made within determined length 
of time (to be altered by a conductor when there is one) may involve any reading, i.e. any sequence or parts or parts 
thereof. 10 
 

From the Solo for Sliding Trombone score: 
Each page has 5 systems. The time-length of each system is free. Given a total performance time-length, the player may 
make a program (including additional silences or not) that will fill it. The action of the conductor (when there is one) will 
alter the length of minutes (time units). Therefore, in the circumstance of having a conductor, the player’s program 
should be made so that he will be able to play faster or slower than he would with a standard chronometer.11 

 

Interpreting the conductor’s score 
Cage indicates that each musician must put together his or her own score selected from the material provided. 
Especially for the conductor, he writes, “He may begin anywhere in the following table … continuing sequentially.”  
In other words, the conductor must select a starting and ending point and then perform the clock-like motions in the 
order as composed.  
 
The first column in Cage’s conductor’s score reads CLOCK TIME, the next is EFFECTIVE TIME and the third column is 
OMIT.  We will first handle the columns Clock and Effective Time. “Effective.” according to Merriam-Webster, means 
“being in effect: Operative.” With this piece, Cage has generated a role for the conductor in which he or she presents 
in a unique manner the operative time for the musicians.  This is opposed to the clock or actual time one might read 
via a chronometer.  
 
Also, the conductor should make the difference between actually passing time and operative time apparent to the 
musicians and audience. He or she should do this with the hand that at that moment is free and not occupied in the 
clock-like motion.  

 
9 Cage, John, (1957-58.) 
10 Cage, John, (1957-58.) 
11 Cage, John, (1957-58.) 
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Illustration 1: The first page of the conductor’s score.  
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Should a conductor choose the top of the list as the starting point and the end of the list as the ending point, the 
difference at the end of the performance between actual time elapsed (clock) and operative time would be eight 
minutes:  54’30” actual versus 46’30” operative time. (See below.)  
 
As mentioned above, each performer in the Concert for Piano and Orchestra will need to generate their own 
performance score. In the space below, this researcher has created one for the entire piece. In making this score, 
three columns have been added to Cage’s score and the effective and clock column’s positions have been switched. 
The added columns (and the originals between parenthesis) from left to right are: sequential movement number, 
(visually effective time, passing time on a clock), total operative time passed and an indication for the free hand.  
The Omission column has been itself omitted in this performance score. That column will be explained below.  
 
The clock time and effective time columns are a description of the passage of time. The columns are both lists of 
checkpoints. In other words, at the start of the piece, the conductor should start a chronometer. Should the 
conductor have chosen to begin with the first horizontally listed sequential movement (mvt. 1), when the 
chronometer reads one minute thirty seconds (1:30), the conductor’s right arm should have moved from pointing 
straight up to the air (the starting position (0”) to a position pointed away from his or her body, exactly parallel to 
the floor. On a clock-face, this would read three o’clock with the hour hand, fifteen minutes with the minute hand or 
as is the case with Concert for Piano and Orchestra, fifteen seconds with the second hand (15”).  
 

• Mvt. 1 Checkpoints:  1:30- Clock  - 15”-Effective 
 
As a performer, the chart below the manner in which I would prepare my own performance score based on Cage’s 
instructions. Read from left to right, horizontally: 

• Sequential order, 
• Position of the arms and hands of the conductor (clock face indications), 
• The time on the chronometer (checkpoints in the passage of time), 
• The relative passage of time for the performers, 
• And, an indication for the direction in which the conductor should point using the “free hand.” 

 
In regard to the starting point, Cage has made one single restriction: “He may begin anywhere…provided the clock 
and effective time are accompanied with an omission number.” The first twenty-five movements (mvts. 1-25) have 
an omission number (see score on previous pages).  Cage, in the score, gives no further explanation. However in an 
interview with Fetterman, the composer makes the following clarification in regard to the omission numbers:  

Cage recently explained that this is subtracted from the clock time column, but only at the horizontal line on which one 
begins.12 

In other words, should the conductor begin with the first horizontally sequential movement (mvt. 1), he or she must 
omit thirty seconds from the entire performance.  Should one start at mvt. 8, one minute and thirty seconds must be 
omitted over the entire piece. These omission times refer to clock (or chronometer) time and can be removed at any 
point in the piece.  
 

Mvt.	 Effective	 Clock	 	 Operative	 Free	hand	shows:	
0.		 0	 	 0	 	 0	 	 none	
1.	 15”	 	 1:30	 	 15”	 	 down	
2.		 1’30”	(30”)	 3’	 	 1’30”	 	 down	
3.		 2’	(0”)	 	 4’15”	 	 3’	 	 up	
4.		 1’45”	(45”)	 5’30”	 	 4’45”	 	 up	
5.	 30”	 	 6’	 	 5’30”	 	 up	
6.	 15”	 	 7’30”	 	 6’15”	 	 down	
7.	 15”	 	 7’45”	 	 7’15”	 	 up	
8.	 45”	 	 8’15”	 	 7’45”	 	 none	
9.	 15”	 	 8’30”	 	 8’15”	 	 up	
10.	 1’30”	(30”)	 9’15”	 	 9’30”	 	 up	
11.	 1’45”	(45”)	 10’30”	 	 10’45”	 	 none	
12.	 1”30”	(30”)	 11’45”	 	 12’30”	 	 up	
13.	 15”	 	 13’15”	 	 13’15”	 	 down	

 
12 Fetterman: interview with Cage in 1986. 
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14.	 15”	 	 15’	 	 14’15”	 	 down	
15.	 30”	 	 16’45”	 	 14’30”	 	 down	
16.	 15”	 	 18’45”	 	 15’15”	 	 down	
17.	 15”	 	 19’45”	 	 16’15”	 	 none	
18.	 15”	 	 20’15”	 	 17’15”	 	 down	
19.	 15”	 	 20’45”	 	 18’15”	 	 up	
20.	 1’	(0”)	 	 21’45”	 	 19’	 	 down	
21.	 30”	 	 22’	 	 19’30”	 	 up	
22.	 1’15”	(15”)	 23’15”	 	 21’15”	 	 up	
23.	 45”	 	 23’45”	 	 21’45”	 	 none	
24.	 1’15”	(15”)	 25’45”	 	 23’15”	 	 down	
25.	 1’15”	(15”)	 27”	 	 24’15”	 	 down	
26.	 30”	 	 28’30”	 	 24’30”	 	 down	
27.	 30”	 	 29’	 	 25’30”	 	 up	
28.	 15”	 	 29’30”	 	 26’15”	 	 up	
29.	 45”	 	 31’15”	 	 26’45”	 	 down	
30.	 45”	 	 31’45”	 	 27’45”	 	 up	
31.	 30”	 	 33’15”	 	 28’30”	 	 down	
32.	 45”	 	 35’	 	 28’45”	 	 down	
33.	 30”	 	 35’15”	 	 29’30”	 	 up	
34.	 1’45”	(45”)	 36’30”	 	 30’45”	 	 none	
35.	 1’00”	(00”)	 37’30”	 	 32’	 	 up	
36.	 45”	 	 38’45”	 	 32’45”	 	 down	
37.	 1’00”	(00”)	 40’	 	 34’	 	 none	
38.	 1’30”	 	 40’45”	 	 35’30”	 	 up	
39.	 15”	 	 41’	 	 36’15”	 	 up	
40.	 45”	 	 41’30”	 	 36’45”	 	 none	
41.	 15”	 	 43’30”	 	 37’15”	 	 down	
42.	 30”	 	 44’15”	 	 37’30”	 	 down	
43.	 45”	 	 46’15”	 	 37’45”	 	 down	
44.	 30”	 	 46’45”	 	 38’30”	 	 up	
45.	 15”	 	 48’15”	 	 39’15”	 	 down	
46.	 15”	 	 49’45”	 	 40’15”	 	 up	
47.	 1’15”	(15”)	 50’30”	 	 42’15”	 	 up	
48.	 1’30”	(30”)	 52’	 	 43’30”	 	 down	
49.	 30”	 	 52’30”	 	 44’30”	 	 up	
50.	 15”	 	 53’45”	 	 45’15”	 	 down	
51.	 1’30”	 	 54’30”	 	 46’30”	 	 none	(hands	close	together) 

 
 

Preparing the scores 
If this researcher were to perform this piece with a large (or full) orchestration, he would first sit down with the 
soloist and players and determine the desired length of the performance. Let’s say in this hypothetical situation that 
we settled on a performance that would last twelve minutes. For the players and soloist, this number refers to clock 
(chronometer) time. However, for the conductor, this number refers to effective (operative) time.  
Each player would then individually put together a program of twelve minutes based on the material provided in 
each of their sixteen pages (if a player) or sixty-three (in the case of the piano soloist). The musicians (“players”) 
should also indicate in their parts (after practicing with a chronometer) the passing minutes. For example, each 
musician should mark at what point in their performance score the chronometer would read 1 minute, 2 minutes, 3 
minutes, etc.  
 
The predetermined length of the performance must bow to the influence of the conductor’s part and the effective 
time it creates.  For example, should the performers decide instead on a seventeen-minute performance and the 
conductor decides to start at the sixth horizontally listed sequential movement (mvt. 6), he or she will then have to 
end with movement twenty-four (mvt. 24). Seventeen effective minutes will thus pass for the musicians. However, 
the piece, if performed precisely, will last eighteen minutes and fifteen seconds in actual time minus the omission 
time (15”), giving us a total performance time of exactly eighteen minutes. 
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Tutti rehearsals (soloist, players and conductor) would proceed for the sake of learning which “written” or 
“marked” minutes in the players’ and soloist’s parts would need to be adapted (played faster or slower) to match 
the conductor’s adjusted and “effective” (operative) minutes.  
 
To demonstrate the visual difference between clock/written/actual time and effective/operative time, I have 
prepared a short demonstration video. You will see Cage’s instructions for the first three movements performed by 
this researcher. In the lower left corner a chronometer showing the passage of clock time.  
 
Link to Demonstration Video: https://youtu.be/nR_rKGE7Jao  

Five hypothesized criteria 
Are the five hypothesized criteria for utilizing a conductor that this researcher has detected today, already present in 
earlier 20th century repertoire? And more specifically, can they be found in John Cage’s Concert For Piano and 
Orchestra, when performed with a conductor.  
 
It has been hypothesized based on the researcher’s own artistic practice that artistic directors’, musicians’ and 
composers’ decision(s) today to utilize a conductor in new music13 ensembles fall into one or more of the following 
five criteria: 
 

- the artistic and substantive input of the intended conductor; 
- the presence of the conductor as subject is central to the piece; 
- economy (as in required or available rehearsal time, difficulty of the music, and tradition); 
- the perception of the audience of a piece, program, and/or conductor;14 
- and/or the visual component (the conductor’s movements are an integral part of the piece15 – both 

musically and visually, his/her presence is not a secondary phenomenon of the music.) 

 

1. Artistic and Substantive input 
In Cage’s own words, the conductor is “not necessary”16 to the performance of this piece. He indicates this in more 
than one manner.  

• He writes that a full orchestra version can be performed with or without a conductor and each individual 
part can be performed on its own as a solo piece.  

• When utilized, the conductor is strictly choreographed.  
• And finally, the composer has also done his best to remove as much as possible any artistic influence the 

conductor has over the performance itself.  
o The conductor’s score is devoid of any of the player’s notes. His part is simply a column of minutes 

and seconds and the conductor is restricted to movement alone.   
 
The role of the conductor in this piece is strictly that of a moving performer. Because the composer does not require 
a conductor, utilizing a conductor represents an active artistic choice made by the artistic director and/or 
programmer. When the audience views a performance of this piece in which a conductor is present, that is solely 
because the artistic director or programmer consciously choose a specific person to fulfill this “movement” role. He 
or she is therefore present because of his or her artistic and substantive input.  As discussed above, the conductor 
must create his or her own “program” or performance score from the material provided by the composer.  The 
choice of a starting point, ending point, and operative duration are active artistic choices and input made by the 
conductor.  
 

 
13 Western Art Music written since 1950 
14 Graybill, R., (2011.) 
15 Platz, F., and Kopiez, R., (2012.) 
16 Cage (1961.) 
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There also seems to be no indication about speed of movement between the written checkpoints (in clock and 
effective time columns). In other words, there are no instructions in regard to how the conductor should progress 
between each proscribed “clock and effective time” checkpoint. One is allotted a specific “clock time” to get from 
one effective time marking to the next. The acceleration or deceleration, and the arc thereof, seem to be left up to 
the conductor and also require his or her artistic and substantive input.   

2. Conductor as subject 
Cage forces us to focus on one aspect of the conventional conductor’s role. He has zoomed in on time and the 
presentation thereof. Conventional conductors traditionally show the effective time within the framework of a piece 
to their musicians. Some might argue that is their primary function.  Traditionally speaking, the conductor beats the 
measure with one hand (showing the passage of time between each beat) and when necessary, either cues 
entrances and endings or displays expression with the other hand.  In this piece, the conductor takes the form with 
his or her entire body of a universally recognizable device that illustrates the passage of time: a clock.  
 
Nowadays, it seems we could program a metronome or write a click-track to create the same musical (artistic) effect 
for which Cage has utilized a physical conductor. However, there is an argument to be made for placing a human 
clock between the audience and the players. Freedman words it so: 

Although Cage’s score may not seem to do so, it requires the use of the entire body, just as sitting, standing, 
or walking also involve the entire body.17 

 
As shown above, again if a conductor is utilized in a performance of Concert for Piano and Orchestra, the physical 
presence of a conductor is evidence of an affirmative artistic choice made by the artistic director, programmer 
and/or composer.  When present, he or she is a subject of the piece. The conductor serves as a physical, moving, 
living, breathing, walking, standing tool through which the composer (and artistic director or programmer) can 
dramatically influence the artistic presentation of the performance.  

3. Economy 
The researcher finds no evidence of this criterion for utilizing a conductor present in this piece.  The musicians 
choose and write their own part, or in Cage’s words, “program.” The conductor plays little or no role in assisting the 
musicians to play, start or end together. And finally, perhaps the conductor’s presences even serves to make a 
performance of this piece even more difficult than it would otherwise be without a conductor.  

4. Audience/musician perception 
As shown above, Cage has done his best to turn the conductor away from the role of “police man.” He attempts to 
convert him or her into a “utility technician” who shows the passage of effective time in this piece. He does this by 
having the conductor act and function like a clock, with his hands and arms forming the second hands of an analog 
watch face.  He instructs the conductor to be visible to all players. That also puts the conductor on display and in 
plain view of the audience. The conductor literally delineates the passage of relative (to the framework of this piece) 
time for the audience. An attentive audience will also perceive the variations of speed at which the conductor moves 
his arms around the watch face.  
 
To assist in this perception, Cage also instructs the conductor to use his free hand to indicate the change in the 
speed of the effective passage of time. This, too, is visible to an attentive audience as well as the musicians for 
whom it is intended as an aid in interpretation.  Like a real clock bringing order from the chaos of rushing time, the 
conductor serves as a looking glass, depicting the orderly passage of minutes, through which the audience can bring 
the performance into focus.   

5. Visual component 
Even though the role of the conductor is that of a movement artist, this researcher finds no evidence of this criterion 
for utilizing a conductor present in this piece. As discussed in chapter one, the visual component test has been 
restricted to detecting the use of conductors’ universally recognizable movement repertoire.  The movements the 
conductor makes in Concert for Piano and Orchestra, while universally recognizable as those of a clock, are not 
recognizable of conventional conducting gestures.  

 
17 Fetterman (1999.) 
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Conclusions 
Based on the analysis above and the information gathered from the tests against the five hypothesized criteria, the 
conclusions for this inquiry into John Cage’s Concert for Piano and Orchestra can be divided into two categories: 
Intentions of the composer and artistic directors/programmers and the shifts this can bring to the conventional 
conductors role.  

Intentions 
When utilized, the presence of the conductor in John Cage’s Concert for Piano and Orchestra is not a secondary 
phenomenon of the music.  His or her presence is an active artistic choice made by the artistic director and/or 
concert programmer. We can conclude this for a number of reasons. First of all, as demonstrated above, Cage 
indicates that for various reasons the presence of a conductor is not required for a performance of this piece. (For 
this reason alone, it is demonstrable that the presence or a conductor is purely an artistic choice.)   
 
The conductor’s part is a “movement”18 and performer’s role.  Cage specifically asked Merce Cunningham, a dancer 
and choreographer (and longtime companion and collaborator of Cage) to be the conductor for the very first 
performance of this piece.  Cunningham certainly had experience as a musician and also appeared earlier as a 
percussionist in Cage’s pieces19, however he had no experience as a conductor of musicians. This piece clearly does 
not require any conventional conducting skills20 – but it does require a performer. The part is a strictly written 
choreography. The piece requires the conductor to present a neutral, unforgiving, figure who, for the audience and 
players, represents the variable passage of time.  
 
And finally, when a conductor is present during a performance, his influence on the performance is direct and 
measurable.  Cunningham found that when he moved his arms faster or slower, the movements had a direct and 
correlating effect on the speed at which the musicians performed their prepared parts. The use of the free hand also 
has an effect on the musicians’ ability to anticipate the variable shift in performance speed. And lastly, in a 
conventional manner, the conductor is looked upon to start the piece and Cage indicates the manner in which he or 
she should bring the piece to a close: 

Throughout the final minute he keeps the free arm at 0”, the end being indicated by the touching of the two palms.  
 

Shift in perspective, problematic for the conventional role of the conductor  
Upon opening the conductor’s score, this researcher (and conductor) was confronted with Cage’s extreme limitation 
upon the role of the conductor: the page is completely devoid of any traditional musical notation.  Not only that, the 
part is also completely devoid of any of the musicians’ parts. This stems from the composer’s problematic view of 
the role of the conductor in traditionally performed situations and in the composer’s own words, a desire to limit the 
scope of the conductor’s role (in this piece) to that of a “utility technician.”  
  
The movements of the conductor for this piece are nearly completely pre-choreographed. Freedom of movement is 
limited to the manner in which one interprets the instructions for the free hand and the speed at which the 
conductor accelerates or decelerates between the pre-positioned checkpoints. This represents a great restriction to 
the conductor who normally enjoys a wider freedom of movement combined with an ability to improvise signals 
when required. In this piece, each movement has been predetermined.  
 
This does, however, seem to be used to encourage an increased amount of indeterminacy in the players’ 
performance. Collectively, the performing musicians and conductor determine the length of the piece. (The artistic 
director or programmer will/can also have influence on the desired length of the piece.) However, as discussed 
above, this predetermined length of the performance must bow to the influence of the conductor’s part and the 
effective time it creates.   
 
This dramatic artistic influence on the performance is not the sole artistic choice of the conductor. It is true that the 
conductor will decide the starting point in the list of clock and effective times, but the ending point and the influence 
on the players are outside of his purview.  The former will be based on the collectively agreed upon length of the 

 
18 Fetterman, (1999.)  
19 Fetterman, William (1999.) 
20 There is no need to beat the measure, show dynamics or give musicians’ entrance cues. 
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piece and the second was decided by the composer.  This differs greatly from the conventional role of the 
conductor in which the he or she has a far greater freedom to interpret the passage of effective time.  
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