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		Version_3

	
		To John Daido Loori

		Who sat silently until I was speechless

		And set my feet on this path

		To His Holiness the Dalai Lama

		To His Holiness the Gyalwang Karmapa

		And to all my teachers

	
		To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of the arts.

		—Henry David Thoreau

		I can’t understand why people are frightened of new ideas. I’m frightened of the old ones.

		—John Cage
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		PRELUDE

		
			My intention has been, often, to say what I had to say in a way that would exemplify it; that would, conceivably, permit the listener to experience what I had to say rather than just hear about it.

			—John Cage

		

		Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki was eighty years old when he set foot in New York City in 1950, and was renowned around the world as an author, speaker, translator, and living embodiment of Zen. For all that, Dr. Suzuki was something of an anomaly.

		He was barely over five feet tall, and almost invariably wore sports jackets and slacks. He had not actually graduated from a university—the “Dr.” was an honorary degree. He was occasionally so immersed in his thoughts that his audiences had trouble hearing him. And he was not a Zen master, having spent a mere four years as a young lay student practicing Zen in the renowned Engakuji, a sprawling monastery-temple complex set within a canopy of dark trees south of Tokyo, in the Kamakura region of Japan.

		What Dr. Suzuki had in his favor was a powerful mind and a humble demeanor, coupled with a quiet desire to transmit the way of Zen to the West, and to all mankind. His learning was prodigious, and almost entirely of his own doing. He taught himself Sanskrit from a book. He was fluent in Pali (a language of the early sutras, closely related to Sanskrit), as well as Japanese, English, and classical Chinese. He could get by in Tibetan Sanskrit (a derivative of the Indian) and several European languages. He applied these gifts to teachings that are upwards of two thousand years old and that, in the early twentieth century, were in the process of being translated for a modern world.

		The Japanese teachers who would arrive in America in subsequent decades were true Zen masters, and looked like it in their black robes, their shaved heads tanned by wind and sun. In the 1950s, though, Suzuki didn’t intimidate his Western friends. He was probably just Zen enough, at the time.

		Buddhist texts had been circulating in the West for a hundred years, but they were a rarefied taste for a scholarly few. In the 1950s, all that was changing. An oncoming Beat Generation of “dharma bums” was getting ready to popularize the teachings and make Buddhism into something cool and useful to a new image of freedom. Suzuki arrived in New York just as the Beat era began. By the end of the decade he would have his own New Yorker profile, and celebrity status to match.

		JOHN CAGE was thirty-eight years old in 1950. He had earned a bit of notoriety for his percussion music, which honored the voices of ordinary objects as instruments. His music was being performed alongside dances choreographed by Merce Cunningham, but the New York establishment was stubbornly indifferent. He was living downtown, amid modern artists who were also being ignored while they squabbled among themselves in the “gold rush” toward a new American art.

		From 1950 to 1952, Cage’s work and life changed dramatically. He made a great leap of the heart, a “turning”—the word “conversion” comes from vertere, to turn—that opened his eyes to the boundless sky all around him. He introduced chance, indeterminacy, process, and a host of other new ideas into his music. At the high point of the leap, in August 1952, he accompanied David Tudor to a little rustic music barn in Woodstock, New York, and handed his friend a score that instructed the pianist to sit quietly at the keyboard for four minutes and thirty-three seconds. The title of the piece was 4′33″.

		Beginning in 1951, when he discovered an “accomplice” in twenty-five-year-old neophyte Robert Rauschenberg, and all through the 1950s, Cage was “teaching” and “preaching” to some very young and eventually very famous artists. His circle of students and allies originated what we now know as Pop Art, Happenings, Fluxus, performance art, installation art, Process Art, and Minimalism. He became the “John Cage” of legend, the pioneer of a new vanguard—the inventor of “the ephemeral and transitory poetics of the here and now,” in the memorable phrasing of an exhibition at the Reina Sofia museum in Madrid in 2010.

		“Cage was the river that dozens of avant-garde tributaries flowed into and from,” Kyle Gann eloquently praised him in an obituary in the Village Voice.

		The sound of no-sound has gone round the world. Link to YouTube, the Internet video outlet, and you can watch the BBC Symphony Orchestra as it performs 4′33″ at the Barbican Centre in London: four minutes and thirty-three seconds of dead-stop quiet, televised all over Britain in 2004.

		“I promise you, this is the piece everyone here tonight has come to experience,” says the boyishly cheerful announcer, Tommy Pearson.

		The BBC cameras turn toward the audience. People fill every seat to the rafters. Conductor Lawrence Foster walks to the podium amid loud applause. For the next three silent “movements”—plus two interludes when audience and orchestra stretch, breathe, rustle, then resume their concentration—a collective crescendo builds. The hall is one body, one mind. Everyone is awake and full of questions.

		What is this silence? Why is it so riveting?

		And what do we make of it?

		This book is conceived as a conversation with Cage, who died in 1992. My model is the conversations Cage devised with Erik Satie, one of his mentors and predecessors, long after Satie’s death. Cage speaks here in italicized excerpts from his writings and recorded talks, like the one below. He speaks in his own voice, as I think he would want to do.

		
			He loved to tell D. T. Suzuki stories. Here is one:

			Before studying Zen, men are men and mountains are mountains. While studying Zen, things become confused. After studying Zen, men are men and mountains are mountains. After telling this, Dr. Suzuki was asked, “What is the difference between before and after?” He said, “No difference, only the feet are a little bit off the ground.”

			It’s just one of those mystifying Zen sayings—until it happens to you.

		

		IN 1986, I toured Japan with nine other art professionals on a trip sponsored by the Bunkacho, the Japanese government’s ministry of culture. We stopped for the night in a little inn on the flank of a ridge near Mount Fuji. At 4:00 a.m., with three friends, I crossed a stream in the predawn chill and stepped into a tiny Zen temple. We sat down on black cushions facing a long, low table on the floor. The room was completely dark—lit only by candles next to the priest opposite me. Three monks sat on his right, facing us down the row. Glints of gold from the flame glanced off gold bells and bowls. The priest began intoning a chant in Japanese.

		At the time I had no idea what I was hearing—although I do now. Every morning in temples all over the world, Buddhists chant the Heart Sutra. In a few phrases the Heart Sutra sums up millions of words of teachings and two millennia of practitioners’ wisdom. Midway through the service I said to myself, “I’m a Buddhist.” I had no idea what that meant.

		Nothing came of it for eight years. I was far too busy with what I used to call my ten-day-a-week job.

		The seed grows in darkness and silence.

		Then the job abruptly ended, and I found myself walking through a heavy oak door into an American Zen monastery in the Catskill Mountains of New York State. I sat down on a black cushion and began to meditate intensively, unrelentingly, as though my life hung in the balance.

		This book is being written to honor what happened next.

		
			What I do, I do not wish blamed on Zen, though without my engagement with Zen (attendance at lectures by Alan Watts and D. T. Suzuki, reading of the literature) I doubt whether I would have done what I have done.

		

		THE STRUCTURE of this book follows the arc of revelation. In the first part, mountains are mountains. Suzuki studies Zen in Kamakura. Cage is born in California and pursues his sunny investigations into the joy of sounds, until a personal crisis threatens to destroy his peace of mind and his belief in music.

		In the second part, Cage meets Suzuki, the mountain flies apart and vanishes, and we walk with Cage into spaciousness and emptiness. In Suzuki’s class on Zen Buddhism at Columbia University, Cage hears teachings that crack open his mind and show him a way out of suffering on a path of transformation.

		In the third part, Cage has been transformed, and the “green light” that shines in his life illuminates a way forward for those whose paths cross his. Many—but not all—are artists.

		Then comes a moment when the heart of art, culture, and society cracks open and a riotous new world pours out with Cage at its center.

		What is the light? And how is it transmitted?

		
			Our intention is to affirm this life, not to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply to wake up to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord.

		

		CAGE SAID THAT he regarded 4′33″—his “silent piece”—with utmost seriousness. For him it was a statement of essence. Three years before he died, he told an interviewer: “No day goes by without my making use of that piece in my life and in my work. I listen to it every day.…I don’t sit down to do it; I turn my attention toward it. I realize that it’s going on continuously. So, more and more, my attention, as now, is on it. More than anything else, it’s the source of my enjoyment of life.” The important thing about having done it, he said, “is that it leads out of the world of art into the whole of life.” And so it does.

		In Suzuki’s teachings, and in all of Buddhism, “silence” and “emptiness” are shorthand terms for the inconceivable ground luminosity—the Absolute “nothing”—out of which all the “somethings” of the world arise in their multitudinous splendor.

		This is the teaching at the heart of the Heart Sutra, the brief text that is the heart of Buddhism.

		Cage was taking Suzuki’s class, he tells us, but he just couldn’t understand what Suzuki was talking about. A few days later he was walking in the woods looking for mushrooms. Not thinking. Not trying. Just paying attention. Then, as he wrote, “it all dawned on me.”

		What was that dawn? He didn’t say.

		The story of what John Cage didn’t say fills this book.

	
		I.

		MOUNTAINS ARE MOUNTAINS

	
		1.

		D. T. Suzuki

		
			Actually, there is no longer a question of Orient and Occident. All of that is rapidly disappearing;…the movement with the wind of the Orient and the movement against the wind of the Occident meet in America and produce a movement upwards into the air—the space, the silence, the nothing that supports us.

		

		Dry weeds and gravel dug into Gary Snyder’s thighs as he sat by the side of an empty Nevada highway. In September 1951, nobody’s car had air-conditioning, and few drivers dared venture into the blasting heat and emptiness of the Great American Desert. Snyder was hitchhiking to graduate school in Indiana. Alone on the road, sitting in silence and stillness, going nowhere, he had time for reflection. He watched the fierce, clear light saturate the air and overwhelm the distant mountains with radiance. He felt the hot wind stirring his hair and settling his mind. He reached into his bag, took out D. T. Suzuki’s Essays in Zen Buddhism: First Series, and read it on the roadside.

		As he waited for cars that didn’t come, he immersed himself in Suzuki’s words. Something in their thoughtful and meditative pace stirred an inclination to experience what they offered. Snyder crossed his legs and began a little homemade Zen meditation. After a car stopped for him, he continued to read Suzuki’s books and practice meditation on his own at Indiana University, teaching himself correct posture by studying Buddhist statues. By the end of the first semester, he felt he had been catapulted into a larger realm. Turning away from a career as an anthropologist, he resolved to go back to San Francisco and write the poetry that called to him.

		Snyder’s voracious interest in humankind’s potential led him into graduate school at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1952, to study Oriental languages. Suzuki had shown him the common ground shared by Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism. Snyder translated Chinese and Japanese Zen poetry and read everything that promised illumination. “For us, in our energy of the fifties, early Buddhism, Laozi [Lao-tze], Gandhi, Thoreau, Kropotkin, and Zen were all one teaching,” he later recalled. “We stood for original human nature and the spontaneous creative spirit. Dr. Suzuki’s Zen presentation of the ‘original life force,’ the ‘life-impulse,’ ‘the enlivening spirit of the Buddha’—the emphasis on personal direct experience, seemed to lead in the same direction.”

		ON THE OTHER SIDE of the continent, in the silence of the reading rooms at the New York Public Library, twenty-seven-year-old Allen Ginsberg was working his way through the card catalog. In 1953, his breakthrough poem “Howl” was still two years in the future, but Ginsberg already felt the potential of poetry to burst open the Cold War walls in the American mind. He was convinced of the insurrectionary energy of a new postwar American generation. Now he was reading everything he could find that might serve him as a model.

		Boyish in his horn-rimmed glasses and short, slicked-back hair, Ginsberg looked like a nerdy college freshman rather than what he was: a poet experiencing a steep and psychologically expensive ride through his twenties. He had witnessed the drugs and deaths afflicting his circle of friends, and his mother’s madness. Then came the visions. In 1948, he had been holed up in his Harlem apartment, immersing himself in the words of mystics.

		A longtime fan of William Blake, Ginsberg had been masturbating while reciting “Ah, Sun-flower! weary of time…” The poem’s elusive heart was not revealing itself. But then he heard a deep voice—a “voice of the Ancient of Days,” Blake or God (or both)—intoning the words and unrolling their meaning. He saw the world’s apparent solidity seem to flicker and go transparent. Over the next few days the vision continued to evolve, as though a window were gradually gobbling the wall that held it.

		Lying in bed, he could look into the infinite sky, the “living blue hand itself…. [E]xistence itself was God.” He felt “a sudden awakening into a totally deeper real universe” where an immense cosmic consciousness was at work. He saw it everywhere: in the gargoyles on the Harlem cornices, the workmen who made them, the sky that framed them. He walked into the Columbia University bookstore and saw in everyone’s faces that they knew they all had the consciousness—“it was like a great unconsciousness that was running between all of us that everybody was completely conscious….” Everyone was in the ridiculous position of denying it so they could sell books, wrap them in paper, and collect money. They were hiding this knowledge of the shining self from each other, Ginsberg felt, even though they “knew completely everything.” They were hiding it because of self-hatred and rejection—the twistedness born of the suffering self.

		After the giddiness passed, he tried to evoke this experience again, by himself. But he felt such a spooky, serpent-like fear that he backed off. He began an urgent search for explanations.

		In the New York Public Library, Ginsberg took a moment to raise his eyes to Andrew Carnegie’s legacy: the coffered ceilings, soaring cathedral-like marble, tooled woodwork, the rows of long tables with their glowing green-shaded lamps. More elegant than the desert, but almost as quiet, the library had its own great spaces for the mind to play in. Ginsberg set out to systematically read the library’s Asian holdings. He was still parsing the vision in his Harlem apartment.

		He wrote out D. T. Suzuki’s name on the library call slip, collected Introduction to Zen Buddhism from the clerk, and sat down. He read Suzuki’s descriptions of satori, which seemed to fit the non-ordinary reality that Ginsberg had seen through his window. (After his own satori, Suzuki had been walking among the trees in the moonlight. He wrote: “They looked transparent and I was transparent too.”) Ginsberg decided to visit Suzuki’s classes at Columbia.

		Ginsberg’s venture into Zen would prove to be sporadic and short. Back then he didn’t know much about meditation, he later said to writer Rick Fields: “If somebody had just taught us how to sit, straighten the spine, follow the breath, it would’ve been a great discovery.” He found his teacher in 1970 when he met Chogyam Trungpa, the crazy-wise Tibetan rinpoche (“precious one” or “teacher”). Trungpa was an ardent revolutionary in bringing Tibetan Buddhist teachings to the West. He insisted that Ginsberg meditate or he wouldn’t teach him. Ginsberg helped Trungpa found the Buddhist university Naropa in Boulder, Colorado, and practiced under his tutelage until Trungpa’s death in 1987.

		SNYDER AND GINSBERG were fellow travelers on parallel paths. Snyder was wiry, lean, with a trimmed goatee. Born in San Francisco and at home in open spaces, he had a cooler temperament than Ginsberg, who soon sprouted flying black hair and a beard that made him seem like a wild child from the urban wilderness. The two met when Snyder helped organize the poetry reading in which Ginsberg read “Howl” in public for the first time on Fillmore Street in San Francisco on October 7, 1955. “6 Poets at 6 Gallery” was the event that announced the arrival of the Beat Generation. Snyder, one of the “6 poets,” was also reading his work that night. So was Philip Whalen, Snyder’s friend from their days together at Reed College in 1949. It was Snyder who jammed Whalen’s poems under Allen Ginsberg’s nose and said, Look at these! and entered him in the “6 Poets” event, which lifted Whalen out of obscurity. Snyder roomed with Whalen in the early 1950s in San Francisco and they both went off to the American Academy of Asian Studies to hear Alan Watts (and later D. T. Suzuki) speak on Zen. The two friends studied at the Berkeley Buddhist Temple and met Claude (Ananda) Dahlenberg, who became a priest in San Francisco Zen master Shunryu Suzuki’s lineage.

		In his childhood, Whalen sought out books on Asia and Buddhism in the Portland Public Library and soaked them up. When Snyder showed him D. T. Suzuki’s books, Whalen was smitten. He began practicing Zen, was ordained a Zen monk at San Francisco Zen Center in 1973, and—as Philip Zenshin Ryufu Whalen—served as abbot of the Hartford Street Zen Center in San Francisco from 1991 until his death in 2002.

		Snyder, meticulous and down-to-earth, had the makings of a serious Zen practitioner. Seeking Zen in its homeland, Snyder got himself to Japan in 1956 and spent most of the next twelve years there. Put off at first by the toughness and strenuousness of traditional Japanese Zen, he stayed on, translating, writing poetry, and practicing in sesshin (formal meditation retreats) at Shokokuji and Daitokuji in Kyoto.

		BUDDHISM PERMEATED THE Beats like a giddy dose of oxygen. In Berkeley in 1955, Ginsberg introduced Snyder to Jack Kerouac, a friend from his college years. Since writing On the Road in 1951, Kerouac had been studying Buddhist sutras and penning long, impassioned journal entries on Buddhist themes.

		Kerouac’s own life-altering moment occurred in the San Jose Library in late December 1953, when he picked up a 1917 volume on Indian religion and opened it spontaneously to a page titled “The Life of the Buddha.” He read: “O worldly man! How fatally deluded! Beholding everywhere the body brought to dust, yet everywhere the more carelessly living; the heart is neither lifeless wood nor stone, and yet it thinks not ‘All is Vanishing.’” The quote was followed by the instruction “Repose beyond fate.” Stunned, Kerouac felt that he had “all this time lived in ignorance and struggled and suffered for nothing.”

		On New Year’s Eve, not interested in partying, he decided to devote himself to the dharma. He studied A Buddhist Bible, edited by Dwight Goddard, a vital translator and transmitter of Asian wisdom. He also began a Buddhist journal that filled eleven notebooks from the end of 1953 through February 1956. “By what miracle was the Dharma revealed to me?” Kerouac wondered in early 1956. He had written to Ginsberg in 1954 about his “discovery and espousal of sweet Buddha…. I always did suspect that life was a dream, now I am assured by the most brilliant man who ever lived, that it is indeed so.”

		Kerouac’s jottings to himself in 1953 also took the form of notes on his Buddhist readings, which in his enthusiasm he intended to show Ginsberg. Over the next three years, Kerouac poured his thoughts, ideas, prayers, and musings into a complex typewritten manuscript that riffed on his ecstatic embrace of the Buddhist teachings. It was eventually published in 1997 as Some of the Dharma. It’s rich with pungent observations such as this:

		
			
					NOTHIN TO DO BUT DO THINGS RIGHT
			

			
					KARMA
					Everything that you got you had
			

			
					
					Everything that you didnt got
			

			
					
					You didnt had
			

			
					
					And the aggressive pusher
			

			
					
					Who shoved you out of his way
			

			
					
					To get what he thought he needed
			

			
					
					Rots in the same soul
			

			
					
					And in the same soil
			

			
					
					As you, O Saint.
			

		

		By then he had been meditating in fits and starts for years, on his own. He immersed himself in the sutras and studied the writings of Ashvaghosha, the second-century commentator on the Buddha. He wrote books, including Wake Up, an “embellished précis of the mighty Surangama Sutra,” in Kerouac’s mind; it was serialized in the Buddhist magazine Tricycle in 1993–1995. More “Kerouac” than “sutra,” perhaps, Wake Up was nonetheless a statement of deep devotion. And in 1956 he began his novel The Dharma Bums, based on the character Japhy Ryder, a stand-in for Snyder.

		In 1958, on the day The Dharma Bums was published, Kerouac spontaneously called up D. T. Suzuki and begged to visit. Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Ginsberg’s partner, Peter Orlovsky, were already on the way to a publishing party, but they diverted the car to Suzuki’s apartment on West Ninety-Fourth Street in Manhattan. In Kerouac’s mind, Suzuki was “a small man coming through an old house with panelled wood walls and many books.” Kerouac, the loner, seemed to yearn for the real Zen embodied by the old man. Perhaps he didn’t know or care how strange his giddy American-style homage might have appeared to a reclusive Japanese scholar.

		Despite Suzuki’s aversion to being lionized, he remained unfailingly gracious. Unruffled, the old scholar made them thick green tea. Kerouac later recollected their exit:

		
			[H]e pushed us out the door but once we were out on the sidewalk he began giggling at us and pointing his finger and saying “Don’t forget the tea!”—I said “I would like to spend the rest of my life with you”—He held up his finger and said

			“Sometime.”

		

		A decade into its run, the atomic era was shattering old certainties. The era had begun its spectacular ascent in a white spume of heat and light that melted desert sand to glass and sent an ominous new cloud roiling into the stratosphere. The atom had been fissioned (and would pulverize Hiroshima and Nagasaki). Robert Oppenheimer—who had discovered the Bhagavad Gita in school during a search for self-equilibrium—famously elicited the mood by invoking Vishnu: “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

		Oppenheimer, who read the Gita in Sanskrit, would have known that dark blue, four-armed Vishnu, the supreme energy in Hindu cosmology, is the implacable and irresistible principle preserving life. Vishnu shape-shifts when necessary into Brahma, the creator, or Shiva, the destroyer, cracking open and obliterating old worlds to open a place for the new. In the early 1950s, Asia, formerly the enemy, was now embedded in the minds of its conquerors—but only as a half-formed thought. Oppenheimer felt free to appropriate a cosmology he barely knew, using it as poetry for an event so alien, monstrous, magnificent, and eerie that no ordinary words could encompass it. Far from casting light on the new era, however, the Bhagavad Gita was just a candle by Oppenheimer’s elbow as he wrote the manual for the atomic age.

		Still, many people were prepared to look afresh at the horrendous consequences of the human penchant for willfully creating suffering. World War II had been a horrific machine grinding down human life and making clear the perils of ideology. Millions had died in the contest. So-called enduring values seemed to lie demolished in the rubble of Europe’s capitals. Jean-Paul Sartre published Being and Nothingness in 1943, and his existentialism expressed the alienation of the many. Existentialist thought took philosophical positions that seemed superficially to resonate with Zen: A human being has no fixed, essential nature or self-identity. Experience is subjective. Abstractions can neither grasp nor communicate the reality of existence. An individual’s life is defined by choices, which are often meaningless or absurd.

		But Buddhism contained a component that Sartre’s philosophy could not have wrapped itself around. Ever since Shakyamuni Buddha sat cross-legged under the great tree of enlightenment, meditation had been the entry to the path of realization. All the words ever written in Buddhist sutras came after Shakyamuni took his seat in silence. Since then, monks have always meditated. Some also study sutras, although these are not philosophy texts based on the Western model. Monks sitting in zazen—from two Japanese words za (seated) and zen (Zen)—saw the human mind intimately, from living experience. Theories and hypotheses were considered useless or even delusional. The sutras emanated from the mind of realization. Since this mind belongs to all of us, the sutras were like hiking guides to show newcomers the trails already blazed across trackless inner realms.

		THE VIEW FROM KANAZAWA

		The worlds John Cage and D. T. Suzuki emerged from were so radically different that it seems almost impossible to find a point of intersection. Suzuki’s story begins in 1870, in snowbound Kanazawa, a town that looks out on the Sea of Japan, on a coastline bordered by the Japanese Alps and the northward-pointing hook of the green Noto Peninsula wilderness. His first several decades were perfectly orthodox for a young Japanese man in a provincial capital in the Meiji era.

		At that time, Buddhism was still so deeply infused in the Japanese mind that poetry, painting, religion, and meditation were all one unbreakable continuum. Suzuki could not have foreseen his appeal for American cultural renegades in the 1950s—the Beats being so un-Japanese they might as well have been intergalactic hitchhikers.

		THE BABY BOY entered the world so tiny and frail that his mother could hold him in one cupped hand. She worried about him and wondered whether he would be one of those crushed by life, but instead he prospered and began to grow. Suzuki Teitaro took his place as the fourth son and fifth (and last) child in a family of the samurai class.

		The region just south of Kanazawa held the extraordinary distinction of being the birthplace of three of the most important feudal lords in Japanese history: Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa Ieyasu. Kanazawa itself produced a leader almost as important: Maeda Toshiie, formidable warrior of the Maeda clan and lord of the towering white castle in town. As a result, samurai were everywhere in Kanazawa.

		Teitaro’s father was a physician on retainer to the Maeda clan, a distinction that had been passed down in the family for generations. A doctor had to know both the classical Chinese language and Chinese medicine’s vast diagnostic system. The elder Suzuki published commentaries on Confucian philosophy as well as his own history of Europe. He may also have studied some Western medicine, since foreigners were beginning to penetrate Japan’s centuries-long seclusion. When Teitaro was born, in the samurai-rich sector known as Honda-machi, the classic Kanazawa cityscape of mud walls, two-story wooden shops, and tatami-floored samurai houses was beginning its slide into the modern era.

		Modernization had its harsh side. In 1866, the Meiji emperor took the throne and two years later caused havoc in the samurai class. In the Meiji era, samurai were no longer bonded to lords, but instead were set loose to make their living as professionals. Suzuki’s family lost its ration of rice, a financial disaster. Then, when Teitaro was six, his father died, and the family fortunes, always precarious, took a sudden downward turn. The child Suzuki met suffering and loss, the passage of everything most precious, and was not prepared for it. He sought refuge in school, where he exhibited natural gifts, especially in English. He was fifteen when he met a math teacher who practiced Zen at a six-hundred-year-old temple named Engakuji, south of Tokyo. Suzuki began asking questions and hearing stories that inflamed his interest.

		He could do nothing as long as he had to support his mother. “Buddhism speaks of 84,000 paths to supreme enlightenment,” the Japanese American scholar Taitetsu Unno writes. Suzuki’s mother believed in one form that is not common in America but is significant in Japan. Pure Land, also known as Shin Buddhism, is a path of faith and compassion. In Kanazawa she peered through the fog of delusions that shrouds us ordinary mortals and placed her mind in the realm of “84,000 lights / 84,000 joys abounding,” as a Shin poem proclaims. Shin believes there is nowhere to go and nothing to achieve—and makes it into a central spiritual principle. Faith is enough; compassion is enough; then the Pure Land is right here, whenever you chant the name of the Buddha of Infinite Light: “namu-amida-budsu.” Although Teitaro wrote about Zen all his life, he did so with an imperturbable existential calm and unshakable heartfelt confidence: his mother’s gift to him. When he taught Buddhism in Japan, from 1921 on, it was at Otani University, which is affiliated with the Higashi Honganji branch of Shin Buddhism. He wrote about Shin and Zen equally, as a free spirit who felt no need to divide the teachings into sects.

		But that was later. First, impelled into action by his father’s death, the young middle school graduate took a job teaching school so he could take care of his mother. In his spare time he began hanging out at a local Zen teaching temple, Kokutaiji, whose abbot and monks practiced in the Rinzai tradition, one of the two primary Zen lineages that had evolved in Japan since the medieval era. Even more than Soto Zen, Rinzai is a tough discipline that expects young people to show their resolve.

		Whenever he visited the temple, Suzuki would sit zazen with the full-time monks. He would join their daily schedule for as long as he could, until he had to return to teaching. Once a month, the monks would seclude themselves in order to enter sesshin, the intensive practice that is the heart of Zen. For an entire week—sometimes longer—the temple would be closed to the outside world. The monks would get up at 3:00 or 4:00 a.m., and would begin strict periods of meditation and silent work until bedtime. Though Suzuki wasn’t a monk, they knew him and respected his sincerity. He was welcome to join them in sesshin, where the real inner work of Zen practice takes place, and the mind is “cooked” in a pressure pot of wordless inner stillness and concentration.

		A wakeup bell jingles in the hand of a monk racing through the Kokutaiji hallways. Suzuki drags his eyes open in the predawn dark, springs out of his futon without thinking, and throws cold water on his face at a trough with the monks. He is bewildered and disoriented, but no one speaks to him (or to anyone else, for that matter). It’s a strange system. Nobody offers him a welcoming hand or makes a big deal of his presence.

		He follows the monks to a dark room with mats and cushions on raised platforms. They sit down and cross their legs, and so does he. A bell chings. His body locks itself into stillness. His mind sees an opportunity and leaps into the quiet, yammering away like a trapped monkey. All he can do is watch it helplessly. He hears the creak of ancient monastery timbers complaining in the cold. His nose tells him he is wreathed in sweet incense. His knees announce, “Not one more minute of this!” but no one listens.

		After a time, they walk. Walking is meditation, too. Suzuki watches his feet move and marvels that they belong so intimately to him. What are his feet and how does he know to move them? Does he really know who he is? What is this mind that rattles on so? Is it real? Does it say anything meaningful? Or does it just get in the way? In the way of what? The bell rings again and shocks him out of this reverie, and he realizes he’s been literally lost in thought. He sits down, wondering if maybe this time he’ll “get it”—whatever “it” is.

		The morning seems immense. Or, rather, it seems to expand and shrink at will. Dawn comes, then the great temple bell outside in the courtyard bongs the hour and everyone gathers in the Buddha Hall for a service of chanting sutras and offering incense. Next comes a formal breakfast conducted in an elegant silent ritual punctuated with chants. At work practice, the teenage Suzuki says nothing and carries his bucket of water and rags, careful to do exactly as he’s told.

		The week seems immense. At some point Suzuki is walking in meditation and the bell rings, he sits, and suddenly the abbot is speaking. Suzuki can’t quite hear; he feels a bit dizzy; he doesn’t get the words. Yet he senses a little niggle in his mind. Later, another bell rings and a line forms to see the abbot. Suzuki doesn’t want to go. The senior monks drag him into line. A bell rings again and he’s pushed into the abbot’s private audience room. What can he say? He needn’t worry. The abbot rings a little bell and Suzuki is out the door.

		Gradually, by the end of the week—it does end, surprisingly—he notices a stillness in the world. It wasn’t there before. It won’t last long. It’s just a tiny crack of silence in the wall of his inner words.

		Suzuki says good-bye to the monks, who now feel like friends. Entering the lair of a Zen teacher has been a daunting encounter with rejection. He feels more confused than ever. But now the little niggle—he felt it—jiggles slightly like a tiny hook in his heart.

		Teitaro was twenty years old when his mother died. Suddenly he was free to do what he wanted. He quit his teaching job and entered Tokyo Imperial University on a stipend from his brother, but mostly he ignored his studies. Every chance he could get, he walked some thirty miles, down through the long peninsula south of Tokyo, to sit zazen at Engakuji. Suzuki was impressed by the abbot, Imagita Kosen: “Everything about him had a directness and simplicity and sincerity and, of course, something more which cannot be described.” A year later, in 1892, Teitaro was standing in the room next door when he heard Kosen fall to the floor, dead from a stroke.

		Kosen’s successor was obvious. Soyen Shaku, the man who would become Suzuki’s primary teacher, had blazed through Kosen’s Zen and had received dharma transmission (permission to teach) at the remarkably young age of twenty-five. Adventurous, brilliant, and passionate, he had gone off to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) to study Southeast Asian Buddhism and to India on a pilgrimage through the Buddha’s sites. Convinced of the need to reach out to the West, and impatient with the foot-dragging Zen establishment, Soyen was studying English.

		His zeal was noticed. In 1893, only a year after taking the high seat at Engakuji, he picked up his robes and sailed to Chicago to become the first Zen master to address the American public. The World Columbian Exposition (an early world’s fair) was planning a great World’s Parliament of Religions, to be held in a vast new marble building that was slated to become the Chicago Art Institute after the exposition ended. The Japanese government sent a handpicked delegation representing all the sects of Japanese Buddhism. Soyen was the only Zen master. His speech was read in English by Dr. J. H. Barrows, president of the Parliament, from a translation prepared in Japan by D. T. Suzuki.

		In Chicago, Soyen met an unkempt German doctor with a long beard and—so Soyen thought—the bright, piercing eyes of a Taoist sage. Paul Carus must have made quite an impression back in LaSalle, Illinois, where, out of a sprawling prairie house, home to his grassroots publishing company Open Court Press, he was working to translate ancient Buddhist texts into English. Carus was convinced that Buddhism held great potential to heal the modern breach between science and religion, because it was based not on beliefs, but on practice and observation. In Chicago, waving his black hat at Soyen, Carus begged for a good translator, someone who could manage English and classical Chinese as well as Japanese. Soyen recommended D. T. Suzuki and Carus agreed.

		But before Suzuki left Engakuji, two important things happened. Soyen seemed to know the potential of this young layman. He gave Suzuki his Buddhist name, Daisetsu (anglicized to Daisetz), which means Great Simplicity. Suzuki liked to say the name meant Great Stupidity.

		And staring down the deadline for departure, Suzuki sat zazen at Engakuji like he was dying. Rinzai Zen requires that students take up a koan, a teaching story that typically dates from the Golden Age of Chinese Zen in the eighth or ninth century. Students sit with a koan until it reveals its heart. Suzuki’s first koan was “the sound of one hand clapping,” but it wasn’t working for him. When Soyen took over, he changed Suzuki’s koan to mu (often a student’s first koan assignment). The word “mu” is untranslatable, but in English it more or less means “not.” Suzuki would enter Soyen’s room several times a day and struggle to embody “mu.” Soyen would ring the bell, and Suzuki would be out the door.

		For four years Suzuki had been working himself into a state over his koan. “Pour all your mental force into solving the koan,” urged a thousand-year-old Chinese Zen book that deeply impressed him. Yet all his mental effort came to naught. Distraught and distracted, he decided he had nothing to say, and stopped going to his teacher. The final retreat before he sailed to America was a rohatsu sesshin, the longest, hardest, and most intense meditation period in the Zen schedule. Faced with a do-it-or-not deadline, Suzuki broke through to satori, the experience that leaves explanations in the dust and soars like a rocket to the heart of the practice. So the millions of words that Suzuki wrote in his lifetime were grounded in this germinal, wordless turning of the mind toward the fundamental mystery.

		Suzuki lived quietly in LaSalle for eleven years, sending out a steady stream of manuscripts. He taught Carus the subtleties of Chinese for their first translation, the Tao Te Ching. He next translated Ashvaghosha’s classic, The Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana. In 1898, Suzuki wrote his first book in English, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, which was also the first book in the West on the Mahayana (Great Vehicle), the teachings that are the source of Zen.

		Left alone in the evening, he would study Sanskrit and Buddhism and read Western philosophy. When the family needed help, he would shovel dirt, run errands, chop firewood, cook dinner—in the spirit of the “chop wood, carry water” instruction in Zen training—doing it all quietly and with generosity. He learned to proofread and use a typewriter, and immersed himself in the technicalities of book publishing.

		In 1905, when he was thirty-six years old, he accompanied Soyen Shaku on a speaking tour through the United States. Suzuki compiled Soyen’s talks into a book, Sermons of a Buddhist Abbot. Two years later, Suzuki visited New York on his way to do research in Paris. In London, he labored for two months, translating Emanuel Swedenborg’s books into Japanese. He met Londoners intent on establishing a Buddhist mission in England. (On future visits, Suzuki would forge friendships with the founders of the Buddhist Society, London, making connections that would become immensely important in the transmission of the dharma to the West.) By the time he returned to Japan in 1909, he had humbly and without apparent effort discovered his calling. An emissary on equal terms with everyone, he kept one foot in the East and the other in the West, slowly building a network of contacts and friendships. He continued writing and translating at a fierce pace, fueled by an inexplicable urgency.

		He wrote to Soyen Shaku: “It is my secret wish that, if my thoughts are beneficial to the progress of humanity, good fruits will, without fail, grow from them in the future.”

		THE INFLUENCE OF Suzuki’s cascade of dharma books was incalculable. Until he published Essays in Zen Buddhism: First Series in London in 1927, the West had access only to a handful of obscure academic treatises on Buddhism and a few passing references to Zen. First Series was a turning moment. A later edition of this book changed Gary Snyder’s life on a desert highway in Nevada. Alan Watts, who was everybody’s favorite chronicler of Zen at midcentury, confessed in a headnote to his book The Spirit of Zen (1936) that he would never have been able to write it without the three volumes of Suzuki’s series Essays in Zen Buddhism.

		Watts had discovered Essays in Zen Buddhism during his teenage years in England. The book inspired him to read everything Suzuki wrote. In 1936, Watts didn’t miss the opportunity to get to London to hear Suzuki address the World Congress of Faiths at Queen’s Hall. Watts bought his ticket and watched speaker after speaker loftily declaiming on the theme “The Supreme Spiritual Ideal.” Suzuki took the platform in the final session. He was just a simple country dweller, he told the massed crowd. He continued: “Really I do not know what Spiritual is, what Ideal is, and what Supreme Spiritual Ideal is.” For the rest of the talk he described his house and garden in Japan. The audience rose in a standing ovation.

		The British Orientalist Sir Francis Younghusband was also in the audience. He noted that Suzuki’s address to the Congress impressed the crowd, but Suzuki himself impressed them even more: “It was the charm of his personality which captivated his audiences. He had studied the teachings of the Buddha. He had taught the teachings of the Buddha. But he had gone much further than this. He had saturated his whole life with the teachings of Buddha and, in his own way, he expressed those teachings so that everyone who saw or heard him was drawn to him and disposed toward Buddhism.”

		After Suzuki’s death in 1966, Watts recalled the old teacher’s genius for deflating windy argument and academic pedantry: “I remember a lecture where a member of the audience asked him, ‘Dr. Suzuki, when you use the word “reality,” are you referring to the relative reality of the physical world, or to the absolute reality of the transcendental world?’ He closed his eyes and went into that characteristic attitude which some of his students call ‘doing a Suzuki,’ for no one could tell whether he was in deep meditation or fast asleep. After about a minute’s silence, though it seemed longer, he opened his eyes and said, ‘Yes.’”

		
			A young man in Japan arranged his circumstances so that he was able to travel to a distant island to study Zen with a certain Master for a three-year period. At the end of the three years, feeling no sense of accomplishment, he presented himself to the Master and announced his departure. The Master said, “You’ve been here three years. Why don’t you stay three months more?” The student agreed, but at the end of the three months he still felt that he had made no advance. When he told the Master again that he was leaving, the Master said, “Look now, you’ve been here three years and three months. Stay three weeks longer.” The student did, but with no success. When he told the Master that absolutely nothing had happened, the Master said, “You’ve been here three years, three months, and three weeks. Stay three more days, and if, at the end of that time, you have not attained enlightenment, commit suicide.” Towards the end of the second day, the student was enlightened.

		

		After hearing Suzuki discuss koans in class, John Cage wrote stories in the form of short tales: “autobiographical fragments as Zen koan,” as he explained on the cover of his book Silence (1961). Not all of them are about Zen, but some are. The story of the master telling the student to commit suicide, for instance, comes almost word for word from a paragraph in D. T. Suzuki’s autobiographical essay “Early Memories.” Other stories might be about mushroom hunting, music, or things that happened to Cage or people he knew.

		He gave them all the title Indeterminacy, and put them on a Smithsonian Folkways album in 1959. To perform them, he spoke at a speed that guaranteed completion in sixty seconds.

		A shorter tale would be read slowly.

		Alongparagraphwithlotstosaywouldbereadfast.

		In 1961, these tales reappeared as witty afterthoughts—akin to punctuation points—at the end of chapters in Silence. Cage appreciated the koan’s cryptic storytelling style, which allowed him to say amusing things. Each koan-like story was a fragment, self-contained, gleaming like a jewel in its setting. The setting itself—the gold that holds the jewels—was the Cageian principle of Indeterminacy.

		Cage had encountered teachings on indeterminacy in Suzuki’s class. Suzuki’s vision of the universe was slippery and full of transformative potential. Indeterminacy means, literally: not fixed, not settled, uncertain, indefinite. It means that you don’t know where you are. How can it be otherwise, say the Buddhist teachings, since you have no fixed or inherent identity and are ceaselessly in process?

		Inspired by Suzuki’s class, Cage had been exploring ways to write music that was indeterminate both in original intention and in outcome. By using methods of divination (his favorite was the I Ching, the Chinese Book of Changes) Cage could write music with the help of chance. In that way, he could begin with an intention and open it up to the unpredictable. The next step was to write music that obliged the performers to make some of their own choices. Cage and his friends, composers Morton Feldman, Christian Wolff, and Earle Brown, began writing graphic scores, which often resemble drawings; ordinary notes, for instance, might be replaced with elegant sliding marks that look more like calligraphy.

		Graphic scores require musicians to take on hair-raising complexities of interpretation. A musician thus becomes a collaborator with the composer, who shifts some of the responsibility and discipline to others and lets go of a piece of his own ego self-image. The composer gives up a bit of control. No performance is ever like another, and no idea of perfection is possible or desired. The audience is asked to accept uncertainty and chance—to be open to “whatever.”

		In this way, Cage linked his life and his music. Life is filled with uncertainty. Chance events happen to us all. Each of us must take responsibility and make decisions. None of us should be imposing our ego image on others.

		Most music tries to control its circumstances, just as most of us do. But there’s another way to live. Accept indeterminacy as a principle, and you see your life in a new light, as a series of seemingly unrelated jewel-like stories within a dazzling setting of change and transformation. Recognize that you don’t know where you stand, and you will begin to watch where you put your feet. That’s when a path appears.

		
			After a long and arduous journey a young Japanese man arrived deep in a forest where the teacher of his choice was living in a small house he had made. When the student arrived, the teacher was sweeping up fallen leaves. Greeting his master, the young man received no greeting in return. And to all his questions, there were no replies. Realizing there was nothing he could do to get the teacher’s attention, the student went to another part of the same forest and built himself a house. Years later, when he was sweeping up fallen leaves, he was enlightened. He then dropped everything, ran through the forest to his teacher, and said, “Thank you.”

		

	
		2.

		John Cage

		1912–1938

		
			What can be analyzed in my work, or criticized, are the questions that I ask.

		

		When John Cage was born in 1912, the automobile was only just entering mass production. California had not yet become a snarl. Most of the Los Angeles basin was a quiet sprawl of two-lane roads, bungalows, dairies, truck farms, and dry fields baking in the sun. A network of roadways extended out from the city center, and you could drive in your open-top roadster to the orange groves of Riverside or the port of Long Beach, with hardly another car in sight. The wilderness was as close as yesterday; settlers’ bones still spoke to the living. A sublime light, constantly shifting, sifted white radiance onto the noonday and tinted the evening sky an infinitely clear cerulean, the color of heaven. This translucent sage-scented envelope of light and distance was never far from the daily routine of those who lived within it. Anything was possible in California, since the frame was so huge. This fusion of California luminism and West Coast transcendentalism was the first of Cage’s “givens,” a gift he honored all his life.

		Los Angeles was a town in the process of inventing itself. It was an improbable city in an improbable place, and its gold rush had given it a “why not” frontier spirit. People poured in, attracted by the promise of an American Eden. Between 1900 and 1920, the city grew from 100,000 residents to more than 550,000. In the 1920s Los Angeles County added some 1,300,000 newcomers. Many of them were leaders of the vanguard of Continental art, architecture, music, film, and intellectual culture. In the 1930s the Nazi power elite set out to decimate the German avant-garde and ended up seeding the rest of the world with Europe’s most astute and futuristic thinkers. In the first three decades of Cage’s life, Los Angeles was filling up with exactly the kinds of mentors he would most want to know.

		Modernists would give Cage entry to a new kind of sangha—the Sanskrit word signifying a community of the enlightened. (The Buddhist sangha, for instance, is simply the collective of all practitioners, who are united only by that one fact and its accoutrements.) During Cage’s first three decades, the “modernist sangha” consisted of people who had nothing in common apart from their expectation that the human world could be investigated via new creative methods. Cubism, twelve-tone music and atonality, geometric and graphic abstraction, the synesthetic fusion of art and music—these and other turn-of-the-century inventions were both the forms and the means of re-imaging reality.

		One of the relentless consequences of the choices modernists made was uproar: the convulsions of fear and loathing that arose whenever a new aesthetic proposition appeared on the horizon. Cage’s own life—hardly immune from controversy even now—offers an object lesson. He learned very early to ignore criticism, since he knew perfectly well his work was not ridiculous. Criticism was of no interest. Nor was praise, which seemed to require that he repeat himself. “At every point society acts to keep you from doing what you have to do,” he said in 1973. From the outset, he set off to find his own answers, and he looked to experimentalists for precedents.

		To the young John Cage, the modernist questions were not academic. They gave him lessons in living. They were about him. To watch the teenage Cage grow and become himself is to see him in a long, emotional, and deeply intuitive interrogation about how to feed himself. He looked to modernists in art and music, expecting they would serve him a banquet, and they did.

		TWO SIGNIFICANT EVENTS bracket Cage’s birth on September 5, 1912. Three years earlier, a twenty-three-year-old Jesuit-schooled Italian lawyer set out to invent the twentieth-century avant-garde. Writing in French to reach the people who counted, F. T. Marinetti told a giddy story. He and his poet friends had been spending the night arguing and scribbling stream-of-consciousness verse. At dawn “the raging broom of madness” swept them up and they pelted off into the streets. Dodging some bike riders, Marinetti flipped his car upside down into a ditch—a symptom, perhaps, of the wheels-in-the-air frenzy he sought. He came up plastered with muck and joy. “Time and space died yesterday,” he exulted, and concluded his young man’s assault on his elders by proclaiming, “We hurl defiance to the stars!” Marinetti published “The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism” in the Paris newspaper Le Figaro on February 11, 1909. Since he and his small band of friends hadn’t actually done anything “futurist” yet, this prescient document—soaked in the madness soon to come—gave the twentieth century its first example of an art conceived as pure marketing.

		Seven years later, Futurism’s first cousin, Dada, was born in Zurich, in a neutral Switzerland flooded with pacifists, refugees, and war profiteers. On February 2, 1916, writer Hugo Ball published an invitation to the opening of an avant-garde cabaret in a seedy quarter known for its bars and variety shows. Artists in exile from the blood and mayhem in Europe were quick to join him. Cabaret Voltaire, a smoke-filled outlet for aesthetic social satire, became a focal point for serious artistic play: readings, performances, expressionist poems, and artworks at all levels of anarchistic experiment from the ridiculous to the pseudo-sublime. Ball wrote in his diary that others “will have to admit that we reacted very politely, even movingly” to the insanity of mass murder. Dadaist Richard Huelsenbeck announced: “Abstract art signified absolute honesty for us.” Dada provided artists with a new tool set for the new century. Dadaists made sound poetry, poems without words, collages of typography and word fragments, compositions devised by chance operations, destroyed narratives. Cage, who famously used chance procedures to compose music, would have been fascinated to observe founding Dadaist Tristan Tzara’s instructions for making a poem in 1920:

		
			Take a newspaper.

			Take a pair of scissors.

			Choose an article as long as you are planning to make your poem.

			Cut out the article.

			Then cut out each of the words that make up this article and put them in a bag.

			Shake it gently.

			Then take out the scraps one after the other in the order in which they left the bag.

			Copy conscientiously.

			The poem will be like you.

			And here you are a writer, infinitely original and endowed with a sensibility that is charming though beyond the understanding of the vulgar.

		

		Dada and Futurism would become John Cage’s first spiritual teachers. “Absolute honesty” would be his credo, too. Abstract art signified, for Cage, a commitment to telling the truth about himself and everything that happened within and around him.

		At the outset, Dada and Futurism would show him how an artwork (broadly speaking) could contain and construct a worldview. Composers—especially Henry Cowell and Arnold Schoenberg, opposite poles of the avant-garde—would introduce him to the excitement of contemporary music. Cage was indisputably a composer, and in later years he would make exquisite music. But at this stage of his life, artists supplied something he couldn’t get anywhere else. They showed him how to ask the most provocative questions.

		THE VIEW FROM PACIFIC PALISADES

		Stubborn, gifted, argumentative—Cage’s friend Peter Yates identified three of Cage’s qualities in the 1940s. There were others, evident at an early age. From birth on, the young John seems to have had essential parts of his emotional makeup—his inventiveness and his gravity-defying way of thinking—in place at the outset.

		Baby John Milton Cage Jr. entered the world at Good Samaritan Hospital in Los Angeles. His father was a cheerful and optimistic engineer and inventor, though a bit adrift in his work. The elder John seemed to forget essential details from time to time. He registered thirty-four patents in the U.S. Patent Office; his most notable achievement was to successfully submerge twelve men underwater in a new machine that fascinated the navy—a “sub-marine”—for more than twenty-four hours, but since he didn’t bother to mask the bubbles, his contribution to warfare was essentially useless. Cage’s mother, Lucretia, was a New Woman who periodically fled the house only to return a few days later. Crete, as she was called, was the club editor for the Los Angeles Times (among other jobs) and had an artless Gracie Allen sort of wit that turned ordinary logic on its head. Both parents’ influence is reflected in their gregarious and amiable son’s extraordinary ability to create his own favorable circumstances. Having a father who was an inventor and a mother with a mind of her own gave the young Cage freedom of discovery and admiration for the unfamiliar.

		As he grew, he became a reed-like young man with the thin, triangular face of his father and grandfather. All three of the male Cages had long, narrow jaws and a tall expanse of forehead that gave them the appearance of attic-like cranial capacity. Midway up this head triangle was a set of oversized ears that flapped out like an Indian elephant’s. In young John’s case, a shock of dark hair stood straight up and out, and lent at least another inch or two to his height.

		Cage’s formidable grandfather, Gustavus Adolphus Williamson Cage, was an itinerant preacher who founded the First Methodist Episcopal Church in Colorado. Grandpa’s willful obliviousness to conventional thinking—he moved to Utah so he could rail against Mormons and polygamy—infected his son and grandson also. John Junior, balancing the gospel evangelism of his grandparents against the easy good humor of his parents, seemed to inherit a religious yearning strong enough to call him (so he thought in high school) to the ministry. He was helped by a gift for words. Young John created and ran an after-school Boy Scout radio program, and gave a speech as class valedictorian. He was fourteen years old when, representing Los Angeles High School, he won the Southern California Oratorical Contest with “Other People Think,” a cutting analysis of American capitalism and its “crazed congregation of Gold-Worshippers” who exploit Latin America not for the “hope of progress for others, but only the desire for their own material advancement.” He contemplated instead a “great pause” in American affairs. In that silence, that “moment of complete intermission, of undisturbed calm,” Americans would have a chance to consult their collective conscience and hear the hearts of others.

		
			Then we should be capable of answering the question, “What ought we to do?” for we should be hushed and silent, and we should have the opportunity to learn that other people think.

		

		Young John carried his priestly intentions with him to Pomona College in Claremont, California, in 1928, where his yearning for a spiritual life faltered under the lure of the liberal arts. He experimented with writing, and wrote school papers in the manner of Gertrude Stein, a style he carried with him all his life. (Once Cage found some idea he liked, he used it repeatedly, turning it over and over in endless variations. In later years, for instance, he composed texts by ordering his thoughts with chance operations, a random process that gave him a more sophisticated version of his Gertrude Steinian writing method.)

		Pomona was a quintessentially Los Angeles cultural contradiction: a campus of green lawns and Italianate stucco buildings set down in dry California scrub scoured by hot Santa Ana winds; a New England–style college in the Wild West; a coed liberal institution founded in 1888 by Congregationalists with a white-socks style, its Greek goddess namesake signifying its classicist leanings in a city continually on the make. Pomona graduated its first African American student in 1904 and sent him to Harvard. Yet, acting in loco parentis, it kept its women students locked up until the late 1960s.

		
			One day the history lecturer gave us an assignment, which was to go to the library and read a certain number of pages in a book. The idea of everybody reading the exact same information just revolted me. I decided to make an experiment. I went to the library and read other things that had nothing to do with the assignment, and approached the exam with that sort of preparation. I got an A. I deduced that if I could do something so perverse and get away with it, the whole system must be wrong and I wouldn’t pay any attention to it from then on. I discovered Gertrude Stein about that time, and I took to answering exams in her style. I got an A on the first and failed the second. After that I just lost interest in the whole thing.

		

		Near the end of Cage’s sophomore year, on March 22, 1930, Mexican artist José Clemente Orozco, a hero to political art radicals, put up scaffolding in Pomona’s Frary Dining Hall and set out to paint a blazing red and blue mural—of a muscular, nude Prometheus surrounded by a chorus of peasants raising their arms like the spire of a cathedral—on the arched wall above the fireplace. Pomona art professor José Pijoan had convinced Frary Hall architect Sumner Spaulding to invite Orozco from New York.

		Cage dropped out of Pomona in June 1930 and convinced his tolerant parents he should go to Europe. College had obliged him to read the same books as everyone else, he complained. In Paris he would be entirely on his own, and every moment would contribute toward his goal of being a writer. In the City of Light he discovered a great love of Gothic architecture, but rather than wander around town like the average tourist, he parked himself in the Bibliothèque Mazarin and studied books on Gothic art and cathedral architecture all day long for a month. He ran into José Pijoan, who (literally, according to Cage) gave him a kick in the pants to rid him of his Gothic interests and sent him to the office of architect Ernö Goldfinger, an apartment renovator. Suddenly Cage was drawing Greek capitals—an ironic choice for a proto-modernist. He quit when he overheard Goldfinger say that architecture was a life commitment.

		
			[T]he next time I talked to him I said, I have to give up architecture because I’m interested in so many other things.

		

		Instead, he pursued the new modern. He wandered through Paris—at the time the world metropolis of advanced modernist painting—and spent hours studying striking new works by Picasso, Klee, Matisse, and their peers in the art galleries.

		Cage had begun playing piano at home when he was eight years old. In Paris he found his way to the Conservatoire, where he asked for and received lessons from a noted modernist, Lazare-Lévy, who taught high-level music classes for an international assortment of new music performers. Cage found scores and performances of piano works by the likes of Stravinsky, Bartók, and Hindemith, as well as Bach and Mozart.

		His California stubbornness and self-invention bloomed again, and he decided, with the insouciance of youth, to model himself after the avant-garde that so excited him.

		
			The effect was to give me the feeling that if other people could do things like that I myself could.

		

		He had a brief affair with a young American, John Goheen, son of a Queens College professor. After meandering through North Africa, he stopped in Capri, met an American poet and painter, Don Sample, in 1931, and settled into a long, intimate relationship. Sample, mischievous and scholarly looking, had studied English literature at Harvard University and talked excitedly of James Joyce and Gertrude Stein. He also introduced Cage to the little magazine transition, one of those ephemeral publications coming out of the avant-garde. Cage and Sample sojourned on the island of Majorca for a month, taking walks in the moonlight and baths together.

		With free time to experiment, Cage decided he could teach himself to paint in the manner of Van Gogh by squinting at the landscape to capture the intensified colors in its shadows. In Majorca he decided he was ready to try his hand at composing music, which he undertook in the same spirit of adventure that led him to write like Gertrude Stein and paint like Van Gogh. But the complex mathematical system he devised produced results so jarring and unexpected that he threw out everything he wrote.

		Cage was not yet twenty, and he had already identified his trajectory. He would eventually do all those
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