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1. Abstract 

Chance Procedures in the Production of Experimental Drawings 

This research tests the influence of chance in a series of experimental drawings, created 

using ink frozen in ice, and used engine oil with or without the addition of ink.  The 

experiments are underpinned by CS Peirceôs theory that there are two forms of chance: 

absolute chance, which includes anticipated elements, and ordinary chance in which there 

are no expectations and where nothing is anticipated. The relationship between chance 

and intentionality is examined.  

The organic images are created using a combination of both artistic and measured 

processes, by the random placement of ink/ice blocks, and used engine oil with and 

without ink, on cartridge paper. The corporeality of the images is determined by the impact 

of gravity, vibration and fluidity of the liquid on the materials and surroundings. Materiality 

and process are tried and evaluated when the liquids spread across the paper. Absolute 

and ordinary chance are not interchangeable or fixed, but exist as fluid elements 

influenced by time. The unpredictable results from controlled production demonstrate 

intentionality, randomness and failure.   

Chance and intentionality confirm something abstract through a noesic process, as the 

perception of an object rather than the object itself. The horizon reveals differences 

between real and perceived images and is tested using Husserl and Merleau-Pontyôs 

ideas of phenomenological reduction.  

A further idea of chance draws on John Cageôs practice of I Ching by asking questions, 

using hexagrams to determine actions and developing chance beyond the unexpected 

random events, observed in Peirceôs óordinary chanceô. Similarities and differences in the 

works evidenced in the practice and those of Cage are tested and compared in 

relationship to the project. Cageôs musical ideas are translated into the visual works of the 

research practice with specific reference to experimentation, tonality, space and time and 

their use in the experimental drawings.  

Relationships between chance, intentionality and unpredictability, plus the unification of 

theory and practice, are developed and used. Its usefulness to other artists and their 

studies together with future developments for the research identified. Both absolute and 

ordinary chance in the process, present in creating work, demonstrate how chance can 

commence as one form and cross over into the other. In terms of contribution to 

knowledge, a defining feature of the experimental drawings is this crossing over from 

ordinary to absolute and back to ordinary chance to produce unpredictable random 

images. It identifies the influences of chance and intentionality in the programme, which is 

found in experimental art practice over the generations, and yet is not widely researched. 
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3. Glossary of Terms 

Throughout the project a number of key concepts and words are defined and 

explained in the relevant chapters. These are absolute chance; ordinary chance; 

the I Ching; intentionality; noesis; noema; horizon; consciousness; the real; the 

perceived; perception; experimental drawing; mark-making; experimentation; 

randomness; inexplicability; the absurd and failure. These are listed below in the 

sequence in which they appear in the thesis. 

Chance: as suggested by Aristotle, is unpredictable happenings and accidents.  

Absolute chance: the idea of CS Peirce, who posited that chance does not 

consist simply of unpredictable happenings, but contains an element of the 

predictable. This is relevant to scientific research, especially with regard to 

genetics, in which there is a degree of anticipated happenings. 

Ordinary chance: Peirceôs alternative theory that chance is totally unpredictable 

with no element of anticipated or expected results. This conceptual proposition is 

the nexus of my research. 

I Ching: an ancient Chinese divination system, used by Confucius which is 

determined using a set of rules found in the I Ching Book of Changes. These 

assist in the interpretation of sixty four hexagrams that are produced by throwing 

three sticks or coins in the air and letting them fall to the ground in order to answer 

pre-formulated questions. John Cage used the system extensively in his music 

and visual art forms, as a method of generating non-intentional events and 

sounds.  

Intentionality: a philosophical concept linked to perception that has been widely 

discussed by theorists including Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty who 

are referenced in this thesis. Intentionality involves a number of elements, of which 

the following three are the most relevant to the research. 

Noesis: the thought or consciousness of an idea rather than of a concrete object. 

This is highly relevant to my practice, and exists in conjunction withé 

Noema: the consciousness or thought of an object. 

Horizon: the difference between the real and the perceived image. It exists in 

conjunction with the noesis and the noema, without which the horizon of the work 

cannot be determined. 

Consciousness: a philosophical term relating to the awareness of an object or 

idea referencing a work of art.  
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The real object: the actual object or mark of the object. The term is used as part 

of the explanation of mark-making; it is part of the intentionality referencing the 

noema of an object, and part of the idea of the horizon. 

The perceived object: the consciousness or thought of an object, not in practice 

a specific object. In this thesis it is referenced as an element of the noesis which 

with the noema makes up the horizon. 

Perception: what the viewer sees rather than looks at. Of concern to Merleau-

Ponty and Husserl, it plays an important part in the experimental drawings. 

Absurd: refers directly to Eva Hesse and Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp was initially 

a cartoonist and included elements of humour in much of his work. Hesse tried to 

copy this in her practice, though on reflection she felt that much of her work was 

absurd; it does not so much contain humour as verges on the ridiculous. 

Experimental drawing: a term used to explain my non-figurative, chance-driven 

abstract works in which traditional materials such as ink and paper are used to 

create random images that were influenced by external forces. 

Mark-making: the original concept behind drawing and visual art practice. The 

types of mark, materials and surfaces used are many and varied.  

Randomness: a term that references mathematical challenges focusing on 

averaging. In the context of this project it refers to unpredictable images not 

influenced by the hand of the artist, and is linked to chance. 

Inexplicability: linked to randomness and chance, this describes the images 

created as part of the concept of ordinary chance proposed by Peirce. 

Experimentation: used by Cage in his music and visual works and key to my 

practice. It has also been used in both a scientific and artistic sense in the creation 

of the experimental drawings. 

Failure: in terms of art, failure differs from other contexts in that it is part of 

experimentation and an integral part of the creative process. It is a means of re-

looking at the work and of assessment which often results in dynamic and fluid 

works generating a greater sense of energy in the visual results. 

 

Note: this Glossary is not exhaustive, but is intended as a brief guide to the 

meaning of the terms. Other terms will be explained as the thesis develops. 
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4. Preface 

At the age of 59, after a successful career in international business and export in 

the oil and healthcare industries, I returned to full-time academic study. Over 40 

years, I had acquired a passion for visual art, and I wanted to develop it. My career 

had been based on scientific and experimental activities channelled into 

marketing; I felt that it was important to use this knowledge in my method of 

working, thus combining science and art in a system of process art. After 

progressing from BA to MA studies I realised that I did not want my studies to end. 

I wanted to know more, and the idea for this project was conceived.  

My initial idea was to extend the focus of my MA, which addressed 

reconsiderations of Minimalism by contemporary artists and a desire to challenge 

viewersô perceptions. My early works were large-scale, monochrome, geometric 

designs and shapes, in which the walls and floor became an integral part of the 

work and viewers were invited to engage with the works by walking into them. An 

important factor had underpinned my reconsiderations of Minimalism: chance. I 

realised that it would be Iogical to consider chance as a new starting point for my 

research. This was relevant because the majority of artists, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, use and include chance in their practices. It was then necessary to 

consider the following questions: 

¶ When did the notion of chance become important in artistic practice? 

¶ How could I show chance in my practice?  

¶ What other features or elements are related to chance? 

The concept of chance might be said to begin with the ideas expressed in the 

Chinese system of divination, the I Ching, followed by the work of Ancient Greek 

philosophers. Of these, I chose the ideas of Aristotle to help support the theories in 

the research. Aristotle suggested that chance could be seen as a series of 

accidents or unpredictable happenings. The I Ching, however, is far more than a 

mere series of illustrations to explain chance developments: it is a way of life.  

The problem of demonstrating chance in my artistic practice led me to the ideas of 

CS Peirce. He suggested that chance existed in two formats: ordinary chance in 

which nothing is anticipated or expected, and absolute chance which includes the 
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expected in the final results. In order to explore this I needed a medium that was 

flexible, yet able to be responsive to external forces. I felt it had to be a liquid.  

Ink seemed to be a medium that allowed the possibility of researching both 

absolute and ordinary chance.  

Other elements that exist in conjunction with chance include intentionality, using 

the ideas of the philosophers Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Each 

considers intentionality and perception of the work; the influence of these concepts 

on the viewer, and experimentation in artistic practice. 

My research showed that Peirceôs ideas of chance are dynamic, and that there is 

evidence of fluidity in chance. An element of the research and thesis is fluidity.  

The results show that absolute chance and ordinary chance can and do cross over 

in the creation of the work, giving rise to new ideas on the relevance of chance. 

The concept of the programme had therefore been determined. 
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7. Introduction 

  

In this introduction I shall set out some of the theoretical issues before describing 

the contents of the individual chapters. The research project is founded on 

methods of experimental drawing, as a basis for engaging with the concepts of 

chance and intentionality in my artistic practice. The decision to select 

experimental drawing as a means of determining these concepts was made 

because the range of images produced is potentially infinitely variable which, 

though not peculiar to this project, is evidenced by the chance-generated images, 

thus enabling chance to be explored fully while the intentionality underpinning the 

works remains relatively constant.  

These ideas also enable consideration of the perception of what the viewer 

actually sees in the chance-driven images, thus giving rise to the perceptions 

behind the intentionality in the work, and the interpretations and observations of 

the differences between the real and the perceived abstract images created. 

The experimental drawings are produced using a range of processes from freezing 

measured quantities of ink and water, to mixing used engine oil with, or without, 

the addition of ink. An objective of the process is to transfer the reliance on the 

explicable in chance found during the early stages of the process, to a situation in 

which the randomness of the results is unpredictable and human intervention is 

minimised.  In order to develop this evaluation the programme will seek to answer 

the following questions that reference the experimental drawings:  

¶ In experimental drawing, what is the relationship of chance to intentionality 

in the work? 

¶ How does chance impact on the character and meaning of experimental 

drawing in this project? 

I shall examine the concepts of chance and intentionality in relation to each other. 

While these concepts are separate, they exist in a form of synergy in the works of 

art. For more than two millennia chance, in its different guises, has occupied a 

position of inquiry. In his works on physics, Aristotle refers to it as a ócoincidental 

causeô (Aristotle, 2008: 46). The relationship of chance to mathematical and 

cosmological events has been discussed as the subject of quantitative analysis. 

This field of research is not relevant to the project, but qualitative research is. It is 
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subject to self-analysis and the development of ideas, concepts and explanations, 

while acknowledging the wider picture and accepting the limitations of its non-

quantifiable position. Chance will be defined and its presence observed in 

preparation for an examination of its relevance and importance to artistic practice 

in the following chapters. 

In terms of the specific problem on which this project is based, this research will 

consider the output of the case study artist John Cage, focusing on works from the 

mid-1900s onwards that are still relevant today. The artists Marcel Duchamp, 

Hans (Jean) Arp and Eva Hesse will briefly be considered in order to assist in the 

evaluation of both chance and intentionality. This will be further developed by 

examining two forms of chance and its use by these artists, plus Cageôs use of the 

I Ching.  Each of the artists has used chance in their individual way. The two 

systems of chance will be evaluated throughout the thesis; chance as theorised by 

CS Peirce, existing as óordinaryô and óabsoluteô chance (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 

219). Peirceôs notion of chance is determined by the unpredictable events found in 

ordinary chance, as well as in chance with expected results or absolute chance. 

He claims that chance can and will change everything over time. This concept will 

be tested in the chapter Case Study Artist ï the influence of John Cage on 

óchanceô as an element in the project. This chapter will be referred to as Case 

Study Artist throughout the thesis and My Own Practice chapters.  Peirceôs 

concepts of chance have a direct relevance to Duchamp, Arp and Hesse. Cageôs 

practices ï music, visual arts and writings on chance ï were defined by use of the 

I Ching, and he adopted its influences as a key feature of his lifestyle. Peirceôs 

notion of chance and the I Ching will be explained and discussed in detail 

throughout the thesis, beginning in the Contextual Review.  

Intentionality in the project will be defined and discussed in light of the writings of 

Edmund Husserl. He established the concept of intentionality in philosophical and 

phenomenological terms, each being related to perception. These ideas were 

continued and developed by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The ways in which these 

relate to the practices will be the subject of the Contextual Review, Case Study 

Artist and My Own Practice chapters. In 1936, Husserl said: óFrom what rests on 

the surface one is led into the depthsô (Welton 1999: ix). This statement sums up 

the idea of perception and of seeing a work, rather than merely looking. In the 

context of this programme it is particularly relevant because what is there is not 
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only what is visible. There are elements in the practice which have led to the 

production of the final abstract images available to the viewer. The consciousness 

of perception of these abstract images or the noesis, and the differences between 

the real and perceived or the horizon will form the basis of discussions in the three 

chapters identified above. The research focuses on the relevance of intentionality 

in the experimental drawings and the ways in which chance is used to aid its 

creation. It is important to demonstrate whether, without the involvement of 

chance, there would still be intentionality in the works, and the answer seems to 

be that there would. Its strength might be different because the abstract images 

would have been created differently, resulting in another project involving the 

inclusion of human intervention. The final images might not be seen as random, 

without human bias and control, but as something else. The essence of this 

programme is to witness what takes place after completion of the precisely 

controlled preparations, when chance in the form of ordinary chance takes over to 

produce the experimental drawings. The importance of these developments will be 

identified in the following chapters and its relevance to the practice of the project 

discussed. 

The thesis comprises chapters which while being individually complete units, 

follow on from each other to progress the reader through the project to its 

conclusion.  

In the first, Methodology, I shall identify the purpose of the research and set the 

framework and rules that will apply throughout the programme. It will be shown 

that the research is based on qualitative rather than quantitative principles, and 

potential limitations in the research process will be highlighted. The case study 

artist used to support and develop the practice will be discussed, and elements 

that are the foundation of the experimental drawings will be defined. The methods 

and materials used to create the works will be specified, and controls and 

measuring devices supporting the practice identified. Key theorists will be 

discussed and their use of chance and its significance will be outlined in the 

context of the project. The requirement for experimentation as an element in the 

creation of the experimental drawings will be noted, and the concept that the 

methodology is a key element that guides the whole project discussed. The ways 

in which this is manifested throughout the programme will be seen in the chapters 

that follow. 
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In the second chapter, the Contextual Review, artists who influenced the practice, 

some of whom were also writers, will be evaluated and discussed. This chapter 

will therefore also include the Literature Review. The origins of chance will briefly 

be traced from Aristotle to CS Peirce, who will be identified as a key influence on 

the project and on the practice of the case study artist. One section will focus on 

Peirceôs two concepts of chance, which will be discussed in terms of the rôle of 

chance in their practices, as a precursor to the chapter Case Study Artist ï the 

influence of John Cage on óchanceô as an element in the project and known as 

Case Study Artist throughout the thesis. The differences between ordinary and 

absolute chance will be defined, the value of ordinary chance to the project 

identified and the mathematical averaging-out process of absolute chance 

explained using a probability curve. 

Chance is an integral element in the practice of the case study artist. While chance 

throughout the research is used in different ways, there is a commonality about the 

importance of chance in artistic practice. Its influence on the works of Hesse, 

Duchamp and Arp will briefly be considered.  Briony Ferôs discussion of features 

present in Arpôs collages and Hesseôs sculptures will be used to identify the 

degree of importance that chance plays in their practices. Cage uses the I Ching 

as his means of determining chance procedures, and the ways in which it relates 

to his practice and eventually his life will be identified. His method of using the I 

Ching will be discussed, together with its relevance to the development of his art. 

The rôle of intentionality and its relevance to chance will be evaluated and 

explained. Husserl will be identified as an integral theorist in the consideration of 

intentionality in artistic practice. The terms noesis, noema and horizon will be 

defined, as will be the ways in which they relate to each other and the practices. 

This feature will be discussed in the following two chapters and their relative 

importance for the individual practices and the project as a whole developed. 

Finally the concept of failure will be introduced as a prelude to more in-depth 

consideration later in the thesis. 

In the third chapter, Case Study Artist, the focus will be on the works of Cage. 

Marcel Duchamp, Hans (Jean) Arp and Eva Hesse will briefly be discussed and 

their similarities and differences compared and contrasted. The chapter will outline 

the basis of these artistsô practices in readiness for comparison with my practice in 

the following chapter. The ways in which each artist came to include the element 
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of chance in their work will be outlined. Each has different practices, collectively 

spreading over a period of approximately a century, but there are major areas of 

similarity. The first of these is the need for experimentation. Cage included fire in 

the process, while Duchamp and Arp allowed materials to fall to the floor. Hesse 

used materials not commonly found in sculptural work, and also combined two- 

and three-dimensional techniques in the same work. A second area of similarity is 

the non-figurative aspect of their works. Cage, Duchamp, Arp, and Hesse all 

produced abstract works; all but Hesse deliberately avoided human bias. The 

impact of repetition in the works of these artists, whether in the form of line, the 

number of examples created, the content within the work or the number of 

processes in its creation, will be highlighted. In the works of Duchamp, and Hesse 

a sense of the absurd or humour is also present. These effects will be identified, 

compared and contrasted. Finally, the artistsô use of ósoftô materials will be 

identified and what these bring to their works will be compared. 

In the next chapter, My Own Practice, the progressive use of chance and the 

development of the experimental drawings will be discussed, in order to show the 

continuous influence of chance throughout the work and identify its importance to 

the creative process and the practice as a whole. The element of experimentation 

is developed from ink/ice blocks with random shapes in which the ink breaks down 

into its component colours, to experiments with used engine oil, then oil plus ink. 

The external forces that influence the creation of the images result from vibrations 

through the studio floor caused by passing heavy vehicles, which impact on the 

fluids on the cartridge paper. The choice of dissimilar liquids will be explained, as 

well as the rationale for their use. The relevance of chance and intentionality in the 

experimental drawings will be explained using the development of the processes. 

The ways in which they relate to and answer the research questions, and their 

contribution to knowledge, will be identified.  

Details of an exhibition in the Herbert Read Gallery at UCA Canterbury will be 

included, together with images of student participation in the practice observed. 

Failure in the experimental drawings, and what this means in terms of artistic 

practice will be discussed, developed and compared with other types of failure. 

The fact that the research programme is dynamic will be stressed, as will the fact 

that additional areas for research are being considered for future development. 
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The Conclusion will bring together all aspects of the programme, identifying the 

answers to the research questions, the contribution to knowledge, the limitations of 

both the practice and the supporting theory, and highlighting new directions in 

which the practice might travel. It will remind the viewer that the research is 

dynamic and chance-driven. It is subject to conscious thoughts about the abstract 

images, in which the real and the perceived are present in the horizon of the 

works. This influences the perception of the viewer and their interpretation of the 

random images created in the latter stages of a process devoid of human bias. 

The resulting works, regardless of the final images, cannot be failures. They are 

clearly experimental drawings; a combination of failure and experimentation in 

which the final outcome is a place between intentionality and realisation.  
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8. Methodology 

The project is based on artistic practice involving an experimental approach to 

drawing, underpinned by elements of scientific and controlled processes to create 

the works. The experimental drawings are the nexus of the project, highlighting the 

ways in which methods are used to explore the research questions and the 

foundations of the programme and thereby supporting its conclusions. The 

research questions, as previously stated, are:  

¶ In experimental drawing, what is the relationship of chance, in its ordinary 

rather than its absolute sense (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219), to 

intentionality in the work? 

¶ How does chance impact on the character and meaning of experimental 

drawing in this project? 

In this project, two principles are used to consider chance. The first is based on 

the ideas of Charles Spencer Peirce, which impact on the outcome of the work 

and are referenced by the perception and consciousness of the viewer, and what 

is actually seen. Initially there are no anticipated or predetermined results in the 

experimental drawings. Chance is defined as óordinary chanceô, according to 

Pierceôs view that there is nothing explicable about chance and that óchance can 

and will change everything, sometime or otherô (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219ï

220). Peirce distinguishes this from óabsolute chanceô in which there is a degree of 

the explicable (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219ï220). The second consideration of 

chance is located in John Cageôs use of the I Ching to determine choices about 

the formal and final performative outcomes of his music, choreography, written 

and visual art forms.  

My own practice has referenced Peirceôs definition of chance, in both óordinaryô 

and óabsoluteô forms. Though obtained by a different method, Cageôs results are 

relevant because they offer a further perspective on the development of artistic 

practice using chance. The I Ching method of determining chance requires a 

degree of discipline not observed in the ideas of Peirce. An additional principle in 

the practice concerns the controls used in the processes supporting the work and 

the systematic use of techniques implemented in order to produce the results. 

Process is a key term, because this study is driven by the process used to 

determine the chance outcomes evidenced in the random images produced. 
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The theoretical aspect of the methodology is based on qualitative research using 

secondary sources in the form of books, journals and commentaries. Practice 

elements, while also using secondary sources, include subjective research from 

gallery visits, interviews of the artists by critical reviewers and the creation of 

experimental drawings. Throughout the research methodology, care is taken to 

avoid drawing conclusions beyond what has occurred as part of the practice. It is, 

however, important to search for themes and recurring events in the process. 

Events which may be unexpected must also be acknowledged, because they may 

be a factor in determining the element and type of chance in the work and thus 

have a value and relevance to the project. 

The experimental drawings influencing the project are made up of several 

elements that individually are methods of creation in the methodological process. 

These are considered in the various chapters describing the programme.  

The first element is mark-making, a term that encompasses all images produced in 

the project. The marks are made from mixtures of ink and ice, used engine oil and 

used engine oil with ink. The drawings are created by using melting ice cubes and 

applying oil mixtures to the papers with a teaspoon. The oil mixtures are relevant 

because their properties of flow and reaction to external forces are similar to those 

shown by the ink/ice mixtures.  The next element is the intentionality or thought of 

something in the work. It includes the horizon in the work, which is the difference 

between the real and perceived images (Welton 1999: 111) and may be summed 

up as the conscious experience of the viewer. Following on from, and closely 

linked to chance, are the elements involved in the resulting images. These are 

described as random with a degree of unpredictability; they are devoid of direct 

human control in their creation and produce results that are infinitely variable. The 

final element is failure. This is a feature in all experimental processes, but in 

artistic terms it is different and will be discussed in My Own Practice chapter.  

Research in this project, however, involves qualitative research which is based on 

interpretation. Qualitative research is problematic because it is subjective and 

refers to experiences; it may be defined as being ógrounded in a philosophical 

positionô (Mason 2011: 3). Interpretations vary and factors including personal 

experiences and references impact on the viewersô analysis. In doing so it 

recognises the perceptions of the viewer rather than simply the facts. This is 

evidenced in the comments about the experimental drawings in My Own Practice 
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chapter. There is no trending because it has no relevance, yet it requires an 

understanding of nuanced data and a holistic consideration of the works. 

In order to do this, it is necessary to examine the importance of intentionality in the 

research questions. As discussed, intentionality is the second key subject in the 

programme, next to and integrated with chance. It contains both a subject and 

object characteristic. It includes the concepts of noema, or the object of 

perception, and noesis, or the thought of perception (Welton 1999: 86ï91). In 

determining the course of action for the research it is vital to consider the 

phenomenology of perception that supports the practice. This is discussed in detail 

in later chapters, but it is significant to identify here. Without these two concepts, 

which although separate exist together, the horizon in the work cannot be 

determined and the differences between the real and the perceived images cannot 

be examined. 

Process is based on precise controls and measurements referencing a scientific 

approach in the programme and used in the production of the works. Fluids and 

temporarily frozen liquids are an integral part of the experimental development. 

Measurement of the fluid quantities is undertaken using surgical syringes and 

dropper pens; experiments are carried out to determine the most appropriate 

ratios of ink to water and various grades and qualities of paper are analysed to 

determine their uniformity. The size of the moulds used must be consistent, in 

order to ensure conformity of scale. A key element of the practice was to maintain 

uniformity in the process at all times, thus allowing the variations produced by 

chance to be observed in the work. A major influence in the experimental drawing 

process was the use of a flat working surface, in this case the floor. This 

maximises the effect of external forces such as vibrations that are experienced in 

the studio: these impact on the process and assist in the creation of the resultant 

random and unpredictable images. The process controls the method of production 

up to the stage immediately before the creation of the random images, when 

chance becomes involved. The process is repeatable and constant as evidenced 

in scientific experimentation, though the final results are controlled by chance and 

unrepeatable.  

The drawings on the small A4 sheets are produced by the addition of 1ï9 drops of 

ink to 9ml of water in groups of nine ink/ice blocks formed using a domestic ice 

mould while the 1.5m x 10m Fabriano Roll uses 1ï10 drops of ink in 10ml of water 
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in groups of ten. For the A1 sheets of cartridge paper 36 drops of ink are added to 

60ml of water in individual units. In each case the mixtures are not stirred but the 

ink, being heavier, sinks to the bottom. When the blocks of frozen mixture are 

placed on the paper, the ink side is in contact with the paper and as the ice above 

the ink melts, it spreads the ink across the paper. This enables the organic shapes 

to be created because of the vibrations through the floor. An additional feature of 

the process is that the ink is broken down into its component colours; the intensity 

and concentration of the colours on the pages is linked to the proportion of ink 

used to form the ice cubes. The range of colours, for example blue, brown, red, 

gold and yellow remains constant, but the individual shapes produced do not. This 

result exemplifies the involvement and importance of chance in the experimental 

drawings.  

The philosophical influences are subject to chance, qualitative research, subjective 

analysis and first-person enquiry. The thesis includes a Contextual Review, in 

which selected writers and thinkers involved with the use of chance are discussed. 

The main reason for this is an attempt to understand the relevance of chance in 

the artistic process of the project. The artist or writer views chance from a different 

perspective, as with Pierce, who suggests that óordinaryô chance is random with 

little evidence that it will include predictable elements, while in óabsoluteô chance a 

degree of the explicable may be present. In each case, it is suggested that chance 

can and will change events (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219ï20). For Cage, chance 

is experienced in the random answers to the carefully-crafted questions asked in 

the initial part of the process and the interpretation of the hexagrams integral to the 

divining process, using a numerical analysis of the ratios of coins, sticks or the 

specific computer programme that determines which hexagram to focus on.  

Ordinary chance is a feature of the experimental drawing in the programme, but it 

might also be argued that absolute chance is an influence on the process, 

because of the anticipation of perceived images created in the drawings on the 

studio floor by external forces. This opinion is possible because of the evidence 

seen after the first results are obtained, indicating a degree of the explicable as the 

ink will break down into its component colours. Despite the precision and controls 

in the process, the final results are random with unpredictable shapes. These final 

images, however, are undoubtedly influenced by ordinary chance.  
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I have studied the works of the Case Study artist, John Cage, identified in the 

introduction using edited primary sources together with secondary sources. This is 

discussed in the chapter Case Study Artist. 

During the process the controls became a predictable feature, with a reference to 

absolute chance, because of the familiarity of the techniques; the results 

incorporate a degree of the expected. This, however, reverts to ordinary chance as 

the experimental drawings develop and the images created exhibit randomness 

and unpredictability.  

The final element in the methodology is the organisation of, and participation in 

exhibitions, of my practice. Over time the practice has developed and the range of 

works has evolved. The opportunities to exhibit have widened and involve the 

element of chance. An exhibition of the works was held in the Herbert Read 

Gallery, UCA Canterbury in November 2016. This was not a retrospective 

exhibition, but identified the changes in the work and the influence of chance in the 

practice. A feature of the practice was the element of participation by other post-

graduate scholars in a piece of work. The outcomes explored the interpretation of 

chance from other perspectives, engaging with both Peirceôs concepts and Cageôs 

I Ching questions. A further solo exhibition in the Cambridge Museum took place 

in early 2017. 

The experimental drawings will identify the influences of chance and intentionality 

in the programme. This will answer the research questions and support the 

contribution to knowledge. 
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9. Contextual Review 

Two key elements are considered in this chapter: the notion of chance and its 

effect on the practice-based project referred to as the work, and the intentionality 

which is observed in the random images. 

The project is supported by consideration of the theories of CS Peirce and John 

Cage. Each considers chance from a different perspective; these differences are 

discussed and compared while referencing my work. In terms of the intentionality 

of the work the main theorists are Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

Both consider intentionality from the position of phenomenology and 

consciousness, also identified as óoperative intentionalityébeing apparent in our 

evaluations and in landscapes we seeô (Smith 2010: xixïxx). Other writers and 

artists will be referenced when relevant. As the thesis develops further elements 

will be highlighted for example, mark-making, randomness and failure, and their 

significance in terms of the process evaluated.  

In this chapter, the focus is on chance and intentionality as they relate to the two 

research questions that direct the project identified in the introduction. In 

considering chance, reference must be made to the historical situations. I begin by 

comparing the philosophies of determinism and indeterminism, which the Ancient 

Greeks considered to be the precursors of chance. Determinism is the belief that 

all events are determined by causes that are external to the will. Indeterminism is 

the belief that certain events are not caused by previous events or happenings, 

and are thus related to both free will and chance. The Ancient Greek philosophers 

were divided over the existence of free will, but traditional historians claim that the 

philosopher, Leucippus (5th century BCE), is the founder of atomism, though little 

remains of his work. This is the notion that everything in the universe consists of 

two elements: the immutable, indestructible óatomsô and the óvoidô in which they 

combine. Leucippus says that nothing happens randomly, but he also seems to 

consider the possibility of chance: 

the cosmos became like a spherical forméthe atoms being 
submitted to a causal and unpredictable movement, quickly 
and incessantlyô (Kranz 1952: 24). 
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For Aristotle (c.384BCEïc.322BCE) causality ï the principle that there is a cause 

of everything that happens ï centres on four main ócausesô: material; efficient; 

formal and final.  He later discussed the possibility of a fifth cause: the accidental. 

US philosopher RJ Hankinson suggests that Aristotle was the first major 

philosopher to argue convincingly that some events were caused by nothing but 

chance and that, on conceptual grounds, chance events are unusual and lacking 

in explanatory features (Hankinson 2009: 223). Aristotle considered chance to be 

a cause created by accidental means.  

Epicurus argued that atoms moving through a void might occasionally óswerveô 

from their determined paths, thereby creating new causes which became chances, 

thus enabling people to be more responsible for their actions. He attributed these 

óswervesô to the arbitrary intervention of gods rather than a movement away from 

determinism: 

In few instances does chance intrude upon the wise man, but 
reason has administered his greatest and most important 
affairs, and will continue to do so throughout his whole life. 
(Epicurus: Principle Doctrines no.16 trans. E OôConnor 1993: 
71) 

These philosophers viewed chance from a cosmological perspective. This was still 

the prevailing view in 1729 when Jean Meslier claimed that ómatter has then the 

power to move itself, and nature, in order to act, does not need a motorô (Knoop 

2013: 57). Meslier also said: 

Men may use the word "chance" to cover their ignorance of 
the true causes; nevertheless, although they may ignore 
them, these causes act, but by certain laws. There is no 
effect without a cause. (Knoop 2013: 59)  

Both Meslier and another French priest, physician and philosopher, Julien Offray 

de la Mettrie, considered chance from a religious rather than a cosmological 

perspective. Offray said: óthen chance has thrown us into lifeô (Offray 1750). It was 

not until 100 years later that Antoine-Augustin Cournot looked at chance from a 

different perspective, suggesting a series of non-linear causes: 

it is not because of rarity that the chance is actual. On the 
contrary, it is because of chance they produce many possible 
others (Cournot 1851: 32) 
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This seems to be the beginning of looking at chance as an inexplicable range of 

events. Cournot had moved away from the previous astronomical and religious 

ideals which had influenced philosophers.  

In the 1890s US philosopher CS Peirce further examined the concept of chance, 

and it is on his work that this project focuses. Peirceôs views are relevant to the 

experimental drawings and creative processes used in the creation of the images 

and will be discussed throughout the thesis. In Tychism (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 

xxii), Peirce considers óabsolute chanceô which, he believes, is a real factor 

influencing the universe. He does not deny that laws govern the universe, but 

suggests that in a situation where there is an apparent lack of order it is in itself an 

order; that there are both regularities and irregularities which coexist. In a series of 

lectures and letters Peirce suggests that there are two types of chance, the first, 

óabsolute chanceô contains everything that is explicable even though it is present 

as part of chance. This position is almost impossible to achieve since many 

chance events cannot be explained. He calls this second type of unpredictable 

events óordinary chanceô, claiming that this can change anything, producing 

inexplicable results (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219ï220). As part of these 

considerations Peirce discussed spontaneity which, he cited, led to óthe chance-

spontaneity hypothesisô (Wiener 1958: 177). He claimed that he could reason this 

with mathematical accuracy, observing facts to produce a degree of consistency 

and considerable detail, although the methods were unique. He said this was a 

philosophy peculiar to himself, and he did not advocate its use by other 

mathematicians (Wiener 1958: 177).  

Peirceôs view is relevant to the works of Cage, even though Cage used Zen and 

the I Ching to determine his works, and the experimental drawings of this project. 

It is clear that in the process of creating them, the more images produced the 

greater the potential range of variation in the random images. Each of the images 

is unique, which adds a sense of continuity and expansiveness in the work. This is 

different from the notion of chance associated with throwing dice, when the greater 

the number of throws the more even the results become, because the results are 

being averaged out and the possibility of specific numbers appearing over a period 

of time is relatively even. This could be classed as mathematical chance because 

of the manner in which it is influenced (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 220ï221).  
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fig. 1 Standard Deviation Curve 

These ideas can be checked using a standard deviation curve (fig 1, above). The 

curve is seen to flatten out the more the dice are thrown, but the percentages of 

the numbers in the results are a constant. In order to determine the outcome, it 

would have to be used for each number in turn. Because of the anticipated 

probabilities, this seems to support Peirceôs ideas on absolute chance, which he 

favoured, as opposed to ordinary chance. This is unlikely to be of value in the 

process of experimental drawing, because research indicates that Peirce does not 

appear to have considered the possibility that absolute and ordinary chance can 

be part of a flexible and moveable process. The evidence observed in the 

experimental drawings identifies that this is not only possible but also probable. It 

does indicate that chance moves outside the mathematical boundaries, and the 

idea behind the experimental drawings shows that the range of chance images 

created is infinite and the objective is not an attempt to average out the images 

produced, thereby reducing the final quantity, but to identify their diversity. This 

fact is discussed further in My Own Practice chapter. 

It is important to examine both what Peirce means by chance, and the difference 

between óordinary chanceô and óabsolute chanceô. In his essay The Doctrine of 

Necessity Peirce provides several examples of chance but does not define it. He 

does conduct three arguments with a fictitious ónecessitarianô, positing that óall 

specification goes back to the beginning of thingsô (Wiener 1958: 177). The first 

argument is that óchance is a thing absolutely unintelligibleô (Weiner 1958: 177), 

though he then suggests that this is not his view and that he considers it to be 

lacking in wisdom. He claims that everything comes about in one way or another 

and cannot be óunaccountableô but is rather the result of some spontaneous 

activity.  



29 
 

The second argument posits that there are óno observed phenomena which the 

hypothesis of chance could aid in explainingô, (Weiner 1958: 178) which he 

contradicts by referencing the phenomenon of growth and diversification. For 

Peirce, the ónecessitarianô insists on the regularity of the universe and the 

relationships between the laws of nature which need a reason to be explained. In 

the third argument, Peirce suggests that the ónecessitarianô would probably insist 

that óchance is not a vera causa or true cause, and does not exist in the universeô 

(Weiner 1958: 178). He counteracts this by referring to the variety in the universe 

and the existence of diversification, yet admits that chance cannot be formulated 

nor exist as a rigid rule (Wiener 1958: 179).  

These arguments do not define chance, or help to differentiate between ordinary 

and absolute chance. If absolute chance is to be seen as explicable, it is difficult to 

define it as chance. Ordinary chance, however, is relevant to the practice and the 

experimental drawings. Whether events occurring by chance are influenced by the 

materiality of the elements in the process, or by the factors affecting the site where 

the works are made, the results are random and unpredictable.  

A further consideration is Peirceôs view that chance can change anything and that 

nothing in life can be guaranteed except death. It is certain that humans will die, 

but the exact time or point in life at which this will occur is subject to chance. No 

known law in the universe can counteract this (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 221) 

despite developments in modern medicine and science1. The concept of ordinary 

chance is pertinent to the practice because, when the works are being created, the 

chance influence of vibrations in the studio caused by external influences, makes 

the mixtures flow across the paper in random and unexpected ways. This apparent 

happening is referenced in the doctrines of Aristotleôs accidental causes principle, 

as discussed earlier, and the belief that new discoveries are the result of 

accidents. The impact of external influences is not accidental but can to an extent 

be predicted, while the precise form of the final images is unpredictable and 

suggests the occurrence of an accidental cause or ordinary chance. 

This is not the type of chance that Peirce had in mind. He claims that in practice, 

there is no difference in outcome between absolute and ordinary chance. The 

                                                           
1
 Current work in the field of genetics indicates that death may become predictable, probably as 

absolute chance, but this is still a distant aspiration of scientists. If this proves to be the case, which 
is doubtful, there is no indication that the precise moment of death will be predictable. 
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explicability of absolute chance is not specific, but is more general and without 

determinates and limits. If everything is ósubject to change and subject to chance 

then everything that can happen will happen sooner or laterô (Houser and Kloesel 

1992: 220). It is determined in general terms by the number of influences 

experienced by chance (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 220). Peirce examines this 

claim with reference to dice and the wear and tear that will occur over time, 

depending on the frequency of use. He considers the results from the chance that 

numbers will appear, but chance will happen in various ways resulting in one 

conclusion at one time and a different conclusion at another. Over time it is 

probable that changes will produce other changes because of the effect of 

previous change.  

Chance can therefore be said to be a state of óindeterminacy rather than of 

unintelligibilityéchance is freedomô (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 222). What is 

meant by the term freedom is not clear; it may be that because of the 

unpredictability of chance the restrictions of the laws of nature are limited. Peirce 

says that chance will, over time, destroy the weak and increase the strength of the 

remaining objects. Darwin considered this proposition in his work On the Origin of 

Species by Means of Natural Selection (Darwin 1895: 162). This is a more 

mathematical consideration of chance, as seen in the dominance of some genes 

on the pairs of chromosomes from which individual species are created, which is 

related to absolute chance: 

to question the exact truth of axiomséthe developments of 
this general idea in the realms of mathematics and 
philosophy isélikely to teach us more (Houser and Kloesel 
1992: 251) 

 

This view reinforces the concept of absolute chance, with its emphasis on the 

inclusion of the explicable, suggesting that the evidence of the inexplicable is not a 

consideration in this process, and that ordinary chance is not a valid influence.  

While Peirce considered chance from causal perspectives, albeit with a 

mathematical bias, the ancient Chinese saw it as a one-off moment of observed 

events, considered in detail that included time and surrounding events. This view 

was one of synchronicity based on the prevailing moment rather than statistical 

truth. This approach to chance, the I Ching philosophy, is diametrically opposite to 

Peirceôs óabsoluteô chance and mathematical averaging. In addition, the benefits of 
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the I Ching are achieved by self-knowledge. It is, however, particularly relevant to 

those individuals who reflect on ówhat will happen to themô (Wilhelm 2003 xxxiii) 

and how their reflections impact on artistic practice. This will be discussed in detail 

in the Case Study Artist and My Own Practice chapters.  

It is important to examine how Peirceôs theories concerning chance and change 

and the I Ching relate to the research questions of the thesis. It is also relevant to 

consider intentionality and how it references the impact of chance on the practice. 

The definition of intentionality is important: looking at both chance and 

intentionality it is evident that while different, they occupy adjacent and crucial 

positions in the development of the practice. Chance, as understood in this thesis, 

relates to the unpredictable and random occurrences found in works of art. These 

are not planned, but simply happen as a consequence of accidental causes. 

Intentionality can be present when the works are not subject to chance, but in this 

project it relates to the thought or perception of something associated with the 

work. Intentionality may be defined as óthe quality or fact of being intentional or of 

being directed at an object, as a supposed quality of every act of consciousnessô 

(Shorter Oxford English Dictionary 2007: 1405). The notion that art without 

intentionality is not art is discussed in an article by Levinson, in the Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol 48, No.2 (Kolak Spring 1990: 160). 

Levinsonôs view, an object is not art until someoneôs art-
intent makes it so. Once the art intending happens there may 
be justification in regarding the objects as art. (Kolak 1990: 
160) 

In this instance the someone conferring the art-intent is the viewer, rather than the 

creator, thus confirming it as art. Until the intent is confirmed it is not art. 

Edmund Husserl outlines notions of chance and variability that seem in accord 

with those of Peirce. Husserl looks at the subject as óviewed from the perspective 

of consciousnessénot as it is in itselfô (Giorgi 2009: 93). It could therefore be said 

that the thought rather than the object is important. With reference to the 

perception and seeing of the viewer confronted by works of art, Husserl said:  

For every other psychic process: the judging, valuing, 
striving consciousness is not an empty (sic) having 
knowledge of the specific judgements, values, goals and 
means. Rather, these constitute themselves with fixed 
essential forms corresponding to each process, in a flowing 
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intentionality. For psychology, the universal task presents 
itself to investigate systematically the elementary 
intentionalities and from out of these unfold the typical 
forms of intentional processes, their possible variants, their 
syntheses to new forms, their structural composition and 
from this advance towards a descriptive knowledge of the 
totality of mental process. (Welton 1999: 324). 

This view reflects the process of change found in the experimental drawing of the 

practice and is relevant to the variations and new forms found in the work. It 

identifies the need to investigate the process involved in creating the work, 

together with the features found in it and the intentionality of the artist in its 

production. Also relevant are the conscious experiences involved in the 

phenomenological elements present. Husserl further states:  

What forms the materials into intentional experiences and 
brings in the specific element of intentionality is the same as 
that which gives it specific meaning to our use of the term 
ñconsciousnessò, in accordance with which consciousness 
points eo ipso  to something of which it is the 
consciousness. (Boyce Gibson 2012: 174)  

 

It could be argued that this is a cornerstone of intentionality which leads to the 

noesis and noema of the work. During the considerations of phenomenology a 

number of problems are evident, as discussed in Husserlôs 1913 book Ideen zu 

einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologisen Philosophie, Erstes Buch: 

Allgemeine Einführung in die reine Phänomenologie. The most universal problem, 

however, was that óIntentionality is the name of the problem encompassed by the 

whole of phenomenologyó (Kersten 1983: 349). This view, while not specifically 

referencing art, identifies a problem that adds a further dimension to Merleau-

Pontyôs ideas on seeing. It does this by highlighting the problems with 

phenomenology in the discussions about perception in artistic practice concerning 

the intentionality of the artist. This view is also identified by Levinson. While the act 

of consciousness associated with the intentionality of the work is identified, the 

variants associated with chance are not. In the practice associated with this project 

there are conceptual elements in the mental processes associated with the work; it 

is important to ensure that these are not lost in its production. These images take 

on an almost-organic form with an infinite number of variations. The corporeality 

evident in the images, whilst part of the intentionality, is an example of the 

transition to the new abstract forms present in the work, from the original rigid 

shapes of the ice blocks. 
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Chance is an integral part of the creative process and how it is manifested is 

different for each artist. It is therefore important to consider whether chance is 

accidental or can be predicted in, for example, the experimental drawings because 

of previous knowledge of what happens when the studio floor is subjected to 

external forces in the form of vibrations. This question will be considered further in 

My Own Practice chapter. 

 

Another aspect of chance concerns the unexpected, almost accidental events that 

may influence the work. These arise because of unpredictable external forces on 

the work and its surroundings, which may be observed during the creation of a 

work at the moment in the process when a decision has to be made about a 

potentially unpredictable development. The consequences of the decision 

influence the direction taken and often include the element of chance. 

 

It is necessary further to consider the importance of intentionality. The way in 

which it is evidenced in the work must be considered, as must the question 

whether a work that has no intentionality can be seen as a work of art. This was 

addressed by Kolak in his comments on Levinsonôs views of art-intent (Kolak 

1990: 160). The rôle of intentionality is difficult to determine, and the arguments 

discussed do not really clarify the situation. Intentionality is specific to the artist 

and will be discussed in both the Case Study Artist and My Own Practice chapters. 

While chance may be identified as a form of escapism from the rigidity of art 

together with the thought of something other than the object itself, it too has a 

depth of complexity which invites issues in the defining process. 

 

Another approach to chance can be seen in the writings and work of Cage. In 

1952 when Cage was at Columbia University he became involved in Zen 

Buddhism, which had a profound influence on his work and life. Cage sought to 

remove the destructive elements of will, ego and desire from his life and to adopt 

an approach of humility rather than control. To Cage, ego was a barrier to 

experience and a restriction of a humble approach (Kostelanetz 2003: 14). Chance 

was important to Cage, who sought to be open to the unknowable and 

unpredictable in his art, writings and music (Kostelanetz 2003: 17). His approach 

to chance was via the I Ching, which explores life by answering questions put to it. 
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These questions must be considered carefully, and are not always answered 

directly; the answers may seem to be for a different question, or may not be what 

the asker expects. I Ching is far more than a means of determining outcomes or 

artistic practice by interpreting hexagrams. It also invokes a method of regarding 

life and the world. It considers ósuprahuman intelligenceô making use of the óthree 

mediums of expression ï men, animals and plantsô (Wilhelm 2003: 263). And there 

was more: 

Chance came to be utilised as a fourth medium; the very 
absence of an immediate meaning in chance permitted a deeper 
meaning to come to expression in it. The oracle was the 
outcome of this use of chance (Wilhelm 2003: 263). 

Chance was certainly an idea in the I Ching system of divination, but does not 

appear to be similar to the óaccidental causeô chance element identified by 

Aristotle. It is far more, originating before Confucius, who is believed to have used 

it. The view of chance identified in the I Ching Book of Changes indicates that it óis 

founded on the plant oracle as manipulated by men with mediumistic powersô 

(Wilhelm 2003: 263). For Aristotle, however, the causes are not expressed in 

terms of a medium but are accidental. 

At this point it is possible to make a comparison between Peirce and Cage, 

because Peirceôs ideas were based on the ideas of Aristotle, and Confucius on 

those of the I Ching. Peirce developed the ideas of Aristotle to produce his own 

theories on óabsoluteô and óordinaryô chance, but there is no evidence that Cage 

developed the Confucian ideas of the I Ching. In the 1970s, Cage joined forces 

with composer Legaren (Jerry) A Hiller Jr. to develop a computer program which 

made the I Ching easier to use. The program facilitated the production of 

ómicrotimbral variationsô relating to the I Ching chart. This resulted in the ability to 

ósubstitute the manual tossing of coinsô to óobtain numbers one to sixty four 

numbers of the hexagramsô (Kostelanetz 2003: 80).      

Cage used the I Ching to help him determine the outcome of his printed work and 

more relevantly his music and poetry. He used it when he was troubled, as though 

óit were a book of wisdom, which it isé What do you have to say about this? And 

then listen to what it saysô (Kostelanetz 2003: 18).  Cage said:  

I use chance instead of operating according to my likes and 
dislikes. I use my work to change myself and I accept what 
the chance operations say. The I Ching says that if you donôt 
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accept the chance operations you have no right to use them. 
Which is very clear, so thatôs what I do.ô (Kostelanetz 2003: 
226). 
 

The I Ching is simple to consult but interpreting the results is complex. The system 

is based on the hexagram, a figure composed of six stacked horizontal lines in a 

configuration determined by tossing coins or sticks. The I Ching Book of Changes 

offers guidance on how to interpret 64 different hexagrams. The system is based 

on chance which affects change; it essentially removes the intention from the 

work. It also removes individual personality, likes, dislikes and tastes so the 

resulting change is more akin to an act of nature. As intention and intentionality 

are important elements in the creation of works of art, the value to the artist of 

removing them must be questioned.  

Cage began to use the I Ching to compose music, constructing his compositions 

note by note by throwing coins or using a computer simulation of the process. 

From the 1960s, star maps such as the Atlas Australes became an influence on 

works such as the Etudes Australes (1974-75). Richard Kostelanz discussed this 

in Conversations with Cage (Kostelanz 2003: 91). Cageôs use of chance is 

different to that observed in the work of other artists. His use of I Ching and chance 

became a key element of his practice:  

despite having been invoked regularly by art historians for 

almost half a century, Cageôs ideas about chance have 

remained surprisingly little explored within the discipline. 

Indeed, with rare exception, art historians tend to downplay 

Cageôs exploration of chance as a revival of pre-war 

Dadaismé (Joseph 2016: 133). 

Whereas, Peirceôs idea of ordinary chance is a direct and unconsidered process, 

unlike Cageôs use of I Ching which is considered and requires thought, analysis 

and careful adherence to the outcomes. His use of the I Ching did not remove him 

from the decision-making process; it enabled him to take other decisions which 

helped him to work out which questions to ask. 

Cage collaborated with many artists on a range of projects covering music, written 

and visual art. After Duchampôs death he worked with Calvin Sumsion on the 

creation of lithographs Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel (1969). In 1978, 

printmaker Kathan Brown invited him to join her making new work at San 

Franciscoôs Crown Point Press. He visited over a number of years and produced 
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large quantities of work. He used the I Ching to help him mix various inks, and for 

the first print run of one set of experiments he mixed 46 colours, printer Lilah 

Toland felt that this was excessive but later saw the humour in it. Also at Crown 

Point Press while working with Toland he learned to etch. 

As a consequence of experimentation in his practice Cage later added the element 

of fire to his work, and produced a series of smoke and flame-burnt images. These 

bear clear evidence of chance, as a deliberate intervention rather than the result of 

serendipity. Toland and Brown cite examples of chance incidents during Cageôs 

time at Crown Point Press, especially one when he felt that he had messed up on 

one of these smoke- and flame-burnt etchings. 

 

fig. 2 John Cage: Eninka No 28 (1986) 

After some help from Toland, the etching, Eninka # 28 (1986), fig 2, above, 

became, according to Cage, óone of his most beautifulô. This was an example of 

ófailureô in art which, on reflection, is considered a success (Le Feuvre 2010: 12). 



37 
 

In considering the intentionality of these actions, it is important to ask whether this 

was an additional act of intentionality or a development of the creative process. It 

is also important to ask whether this was a reflection of the consciousness of 

something, or a planned new object. These and other questions will be considered 

further in the Case Study Artist chapter, of which Cageôs practice is the nexus. The 

experimental content of Cageôs music will be discussed and extrapolated with 

reference to his visual art. The challenge of Cageôs music will also be referenced 

in My Own Practice chapter. 

Cageôs use of the I Ching must be examined in terms of its relevance to the project 

and the ways in which it can be used to answer the research questions. Chance 

was a key element in Cageôs practice, but his use of the I Ching made it a 

mathematical process. This is more usually a feature of works that do not rely on 

unpredictable chance, such as Darwinôs investigation of the development of 

species. In this, chance is based on a fixed series of items in the form of genes. 

These are found in pairs located on chromosomes with dominant and recessive 

features, combinations of which create the characteristics of individuals. Over 

time, stronger features become dominant and help the evolution of the species, 

which might be considered a mathematical process.  

This type of mathematical process was also the basis of systems art which 

followed simple and standardised forms, often repeated and geometric in format. 

These methods of creation were widely used by artists in the UK during the 1960s, 

and to some extent in Cageôs I Ching-influenced works. Kenneth Martin was a 

Constructivist and System Artist whose paintings and collages exemplified this 

genre of art but also bordered minimalism. An example is Chance, Order, Change 

6 (1978-79), now in the Tate Collection. The work was produced by marking the 

drawing with points, in a similar way to Cageôs music scores on graph paper. 

Then, by moving around the rectangle in a clockwise direction, lines were created 

by taking numbers, at random and two at a time, from a bag. Martin chose eight 

pairs of numbers for this work, then created the change in the work by rotating the 

drawing through 90 degrees and repeating the process. This he repeated twice 

more, before transferring the work to canvas (Gale 1997: Tate catalogue). As the 

title suggests, Martin combined the use of chance, order and change; while 

elements of the process reference the I Ching and Peirceôs notion of ordinary 



38 
 

chance the results were mathematical, suggesting that absolute chance was also 

involved.  

Cageôs use of chance focused on the elimination of intentionality. In the project, 

however, intentionality is a major element, its aim is to produce a range of images 

that are both organic and corporeal, even though they are produced in a chance 

way. A basic consideration in my practice is the use of chance and intentionality, 

which are supported by the writings of Peirce, Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. My use 

of chance is primarily as outlined by Peirce, but the random results are as defined 

by Husserlôs ideas of noesis and noema. The intentionality in a work requires both 

noesis and noema, like two sides of the same coin, in order to determine the 

horizon in the work.   

Cageôs intention was to remove the possibility of taste from his works (Kostelantz 

2003: 226) and is a consideration made during the process of creating the 

experimental drawings. It was not, however, a conscious act on the scale of 

Cageôs ideals, because in his life and works he was greatly influenced by his Zen 

Buddhist beliefs. These prompted him to seek freedom from the influences of 

human desire and hands (Kostelantz 2003: 29). It seems clear that eliminating 

intentionality and the impact of the human hand by transferring control to the 

responses gathered from use of I Ching lent Cageôs work a dimension that differs 

from the unpredictable chance found in my practice. His works showed a more 

calculated reliance on chance and change, directed by the questions put to and 

the responses received from the I Ching. Despite this difference, the impact of 

chance on Cageôs work is marked, and the addition of flames and the effect of 

burning the work do produce a set of random and unpredictable images.  

The works were created by burning materials on the printing benches in the print 

room then smothering them with wet paper. This can be seen in Every Day is a 

Good Day, the Visual Art of John Cage (Malbert 2010: 26). The results are nearer 

to the effect of ordinary chance as seen in my own practice. This is outside the 

realm of Peirceôs concept of absolute chance, because the results are 

inexplicable: increasing the number of images serves to widen the range of 

options, as seen in the experimental drawings.  

It is important to examine whether, by his use of I Ching, Cage frees his work from 

the restrictions of taste, likes, dislikes and the expected results seen in absolute 
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chance, and what this might mean. To some extent he frees up the work by adding 

the element of fire, thus taking his work into the realms of ordinary chance. It loses 

the rigidity imposed on it by the I Ching elements of chance and its reliance on 

hexagrams which, though random, resemble Peirceôs ideas on absolute chance 

and the explicability associated with it. The results and shapes produced due to 

the burning process are, however, unpredictable, even though they may be 

subject to a degree of anticipation.  

Another consideration is the chance results found in Cageôs music. As an 

example, every time 4ô33ôô is óplayedô it is completely different, because the noises 

in the concert hall and the coughing and shuffling of the audiences are unique, 

unpredictable and incapable of exact reproduction. This demonstrates ordinary 

chance, without the issues and influences of absolute chance. 

In addition to chance, intentionality plays a key rôle in the development of the 

programme. The way in which it relates to the practice is explored in My Own 

Practice but the ideas of Husserl help greatly in understanding its relevance. 

Intentionality has a foundation in consciousness and shares its roots with 

perception and phenomenological doctrines (Welton 1999: 86). It is about 

something concerning a thought and an object, it encapsulates both concept and 

object properties. For Husserl intentionality has the components noesis, noema 

and horizon. Noesis and noema are interdependent, existing in synergy with each 

other but with individual meanings and relevance. Noesis refers to the 

consciousness of something or an object, while noema is the perception of the 

same something or object. They coexist and reference the same something 

(Welton 1999: 87ï89). For example perception, an element in intentionality, has its 

noema which in simplistic terms is its perceptual sense (Welton 1999: 88). Sense 

in this case is the mental process by the viewer of perceiving something and is 

also discussed by Merleau-Ponty below. The phenomenological elements of the 

perception process cannot be avoided if one wishes to experience the full 

phenomenological purity of the sense of the something in which noesis and noema 

are combined for the made judgement (Welton 1999: 92). This is discussed in the 

following chapters, Case Study Artist and My Own Practice. 

An essence of this programme is that the practice is grounded in process. Husserl 

says: 
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every subjective process has a process horizon which 
changes with the alteration of the nexus of consciousness to 
which the process belongs (Welton 1999: 109). 

 
This can be explained as the subject of what is perceived rather than seen as the 

real object. The horizon may be described as the difference between the real and 

perceived elements of an object, as though the consciousness has been 

stimulated by the process of perception. It is an essential element in the 

intentionality of a work of art; 

horizon belongs to every intentionality and thus prescribes 
for phenomenological analysis new methods which are 
present in consciousness and object, wherever intending and 
sense, real and ideal actuality, possibility (Welton 1999: 111). 

  

For Merleau-Ponty perception was an important element and manifest as the 

moment when I óexperience my existence ï at the ultimate extremity of 

reflectionéas a consciousness among consciousnessô (Smith 2010: xiii- xiv). 

Intentionality was a key element of phenomenology and óthe way that objects are 

presented in perception and consciousnessô (Davis 2005: 6). He also believed that 

óperception is inseparable from consciousnessô (Smith 2010: 436). These concepts 

interrogate the meaning of consciousness and perception. Neither can be seen as 

physical objects, but the consequence of their presence or importance can be 

observed. Yet even after óhalf a century after the first works of Husserléthe 

question about what is phenomenology remains unansweredô (Smith 2010: vii).  

He suggests that intentionality can be classed as óbodilyô intentionality giving 

meaning to objects from our óexperience, from our past and future referencing 

human possibilities and situationsô (Davis 2005: 10). óConsciousness is in the first 

place not a matter as ñI think thatò but of ñI canòô. (Smith 2010: 159). It takes 

consciousness into the realms of intentionality from the thought of something to 

the physical object. As a precursor to his work on intentionality Merleau-Ponty 

engaged in the study of perception and even though he believed that it was of 

great importance to see, perception was more than seeing. It was grounded in 

sensation, based on sentir, to him it was óthe experience of an undifferentiated, 

instantaneous, punctual impactô (Smith 2010: 3). In his essay Lôoeil et lôesprit he 

discusses the process of seeing further, and suggests while he is looking at 

something he can see it. This is a difference between Merleau-Ponty and the 

average viewers in art galleries because they would look, but he sees, this idea 

will be discussed further in My Own Practice chapter.   
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He suggests:  

everything I see is in principle within my reach, at least within 

reach of my sight, and is marked upon the map of ñI canò (Edie 

1964: 162).  

 

Failure is an important consideration. In Experimental Painting Stephen Bann 

considers a number of essays on historical painting and painters. One is Frank 

Stella, who moved away from external restrictions to encompass experimentation 

in his artistic practice and importantly produced his works óalmost exclusively in 

seriesô (Bann 1970: 64), an example of which is the Harran II (1967) series, in the 

manner of Cage. Stella felt that the classical approach to painting was alien to his 

method of working: óhe sought unpredictabilityô (Bann 1970: 64). The nearest 

comparison to Stella is not found in óthe various types of pictorial experiment, but 

in the literary and linguistic model offered by Roland Barthesô (Bann 1970: 113). 

According to Bann, Barthes was a public experimenter. To explain this idea further 

and Barthesôs reliance on theme and variations, which are evidenced as ónew 

ranges of meaning when removed from the strictly temporal sequence which it 

impliesô (Bann 1970: 113)  Bann said: 

the idea of variation may seem too limited to do justice to the 
individuality of the works considered singly (Bann 1970: 113). 

 

This is a reference to the fact that most of Stellaôs works are series, see above, 

and experiments as seen in the experimental drawings of this project. They are not 

considerations of chance, but of intentionality in the ideas about his practice. 

The concept of failure is also considered in the context of artistic practice.  

Curator and writer Lisa Le Feuvre, the editor of Failure (2010), discusses this in 

her reviews of a number of essays on contemporary artists. In one, Marcus 

Verhagen looks at Martin Kippenberger, who casts himself as a failed artist but in 

reality could paint with skill and fluency, described in the essay (Thereôs No 

Success Like Failure: Martin Kippenberger, 2006: 43). Kippenberger was a 

humorously vicious observer of the post-war social rituals in Germany, óparticularly 

the outlook and aspirations of the lower middle classéa huge close-up of pens 

clipped to the outside pocket of a suit was shorthand for the application and 

competence of the clerk or middle manageré the suit was a cheap one 

suggesting the clerkôs work was poorly paidô (Le Feuvre 2010: 44-45). Yet this 

class of person was targeted by advertisements of the Ford Capri coupé car. 
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Nobody who was successful and rich would be inclined to buy such a car in the 

Germany of the 1970s. óIt was an image that had failure written all over itô (Le 

Feuvre 2010: 45).  Kippenberger sought to project this concept of failure onto his 

work with a sense of humour. For him: 

owning a (Ford) Capri, the budget sporty car of the 1970s, 
was the dream of the lower social classes (Le Feuvre 2010: 
45).  

 

Kippenberger and his stated ambition of owning the dream populist car, the Ford 

Capri, as seen in Capri by Night 1980, unwittingly enhanced in the minds of the 

general public by skilful and successful advertising, ensures that his social position 

is an aspiration of achieving the level of the bourgeoisie rather than the 

acceptance of his r¹le as a successful artist. In view of Le Feuvreôs comment on 

failure, óin the realm of art, failure has a different currencyô (Le Feuvre 2010: 12) 

which is encompassed in the artistôs search for unrealisable perfection, failure is 

an unavoidable conclusion in artistic practice (Le Feuvre 2010: 12). 

 Another example is Cheerful and Heroic Failure (2004) in which Bazon Brock 

discusses failure in terms of scientific hypotheses and experimentation, relating 

failure to artistic experimentation which eventually proves its worth in óradical 

failureô leading to success (Le Feuvre 2010: 181ï182). For Le Feuvre failure is, in 

practice, experimentation and occupies the óspace between intention and 

realisationô (Le Feuvre 2010: 12). Yet experimentation is a key element in artistic 

practice today and by extrapolation experimentation is failure, thus it is possible to 

conclude that failure is also a key element in current artistic practice. 

In summary, as identified above, the concept of chance is complex. It has been 

considered from three perspectives. The first used the early thoughts of Peirce 

which consider the mathematical and astronomical aspects of absolute chance. 

This is a development from the earliest ideas of the ancient Greeks who reviewed 

chance from the aspect of astronomical ideals. It is interesting that without the 

benefits of technology they achieved an impressive level of accuracy. Despite 

Peirceôs reliance on the identification of two types of chance, absolute chance 

does not cover the inexplicability of ordinary chance. Absolute chance as seen in 

throws of the dice only serve to negate the effects of chance by producing an 

averaged out result. Ordinary chance is closer, but is still not entirely relevant 

because it does not take the idea of chance far enough and appears not to include 
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accidental cause. It falls short because of the lack of consideration of the minute 

details which make each image unique. 

Some of Cageôs interpretations of chance are difficult to rationalise in terms of this 

project. His visual works adhere most closely to Peirceôs notion of óabsolute 

chanceô, but as discussed, they appear to have lost their spontaneity. Cageôs 

desire to eliminate the idea of intention or intentionality might be seen as too far 

removed from the concept of unpredictable chance to be relevant to the project. 

When, however, Cage added the intervention of setting fire to the finished print 

works this was evidence of the intentionality of chance. In this respect, his later 

ideas on printing, together with those on the generation of music, seem relevant to 

the spirit of the programme.  

The above artists and writers have held different views on chance but have not 

individually fully explained its rationale. Even collectively their ideas are not 

sufficient to provide an answer. This idea will be put to the test in My Own Practice 

chapter in which the experimental drawing is compared with the works of other 

artists and their uses of chance. It is hoped that this will clarify both the results and 

the purpose of the influence of chance in resolving the issues raised by the two 

research questions. As part of this examination, the relevance of intentionality in 

the artistic process can be explored and the relative impact of both elements 

compared and contrasted.  

Chance and intentionality are key features in the work of many artists. For Cage, 

however, intentionality is something he was determined to exclude from his 

practice, probably as a consequence of his Zen Buddhist beliefs. The effect of the 

lack of intentionality in Cageôs visual artwork must be considered. His refusal to 

engage with intentionality was probably due to his desire founded in Buddhist 

principles to maintain a humble approach to his work and ensure that it was devoid 

of ego and taste. By denying the existence of ego in his work, his action 

accentuated his sense of ego, which is in stark contrast to his beliefs. It might be 

argued that Cage was egotistical in his approach to artistic practice and his way of 

life. Examples of this can be seen in his musical compositions which will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

Finally, experimentation and failure are briefly considered by using a range of 

essays in Lisa Le Feuvreôs Failure, written by artists about artists. Failure is an 
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element experienced by many artists in their practices, without it works of art 

would lose their spontaneity and often their dynamism. They are linked in artistic 

practice because failure in art is not essentially failure but is the ógap between 

realisation and expectationô, which is in effect óexperimentationô, a key element in 

artistic practice (Le Feuvre 2010: 12).    
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10. Case Study Artist ï the influence of John Cage on óchanceô as 

an element in the project 

This chapter will focus on artists who have had a direct influence on my practice. It 

is important to consider both the similarities and differences which determine the 

outcome of this project. The principle artist is John Cage, his music, visual art and 

his specific use of chance procedures, specifically I Ching, which determines his 

reliance on sound and time in some of his work. This is different from my work 

which is also based on chance, but from another source, CS Peirce, and focuses 

on liquids and temperature, but still features time as a component in the creative 

process. The ideas discussed in this chapter will be applied and related to those 

found in the next chapter My Own Practice where they are analysed and their 

relevance to the project identified. Additionally the importance of gravity and 

external forces which influence my artistic practice will be discussed. The element 

of gravity is observed predominantly in allowing materials to be dropped, or to fall, 

onto the paper or canvas used in creating the images, whereas external forces are 

those applied to the materials during the creative processes. 

Many artists have been influenced extensively by chance and how it can be used 

in developing their practices. This applies whether their fields have focused on 

visual, musical, three dimensional, written, performance, dance or digital arts. How 

the influence of chance manifests itself in their works has to a great degree been 

subject to the individuals and their different methods of working. I have chosen to 

focus on Cage because of his relevance, his adherence to the use of chance 

method of working and to the variations in the different types of artistic practice 

which have had a bearing on my own work. Other artists will be included and 

discussed briefly as and when their practices become appropriate. 

John Cage  

Most of Cageôs work and life have been defined by his musical compositions and 

performances, yet his music is polemical, challenging both to the listener and other 

musicians. 

Despite Cageôs travels across the globe during his creative lifetime there are two 

periods which are significant in his artistic development. The first was in the late 
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1940s and early 1950s when he spent time at the Black Mountain College2 in 

North Carolina, with his colleague and partner Merce Cunnigham. It was an 

experimental school established in 1933 by John Andrew Rice where the students 

set their own syllabus and graduated when they were ready, without the necessity 

of examinations. The eclectic mix of artists who studied, taught and performed 

there from musicians, visual artists, poets, writers, dancers and photographers and 

the aleatory practices of their music and performances were positive influences on 

Cageôs work. During his several visits to Black Mountain College, Cage composed 

4ô33ò (1952), and organised and performed the first ñhappeningò at the college, 

Theater Piece No 1 (1952).  

The second period of influence was from 1978 until 1992, when Cage visited 

Crown Point Press, San Francisco, on several occasions. While there he studied, 

learned and practiced a variety of print-making techniques. The majority of 

examples of Cageôs visual works discussed in this chapter were created at Crown 

Point. While it was calmer, it did not indicate that Cage was any less experimental 

in his practice and this is visible in the results of his visual art3 seen below.  

There is an initial similarity between Cageôs works and my own practice in that we 

are both engaged in experimental processes, from Cageôs perspective the visual 

work references his experimental music, whereas my earlier scientific background 

influenced the artistic practice of my later life.  

Cageôs music presents its own issues when translating sound into visual art. It is 

based on space and time, but despite the difficulties, the specific method of 

scoring it is helpful to this process. This is evidenced in his compositions using 

astral maps and I Ching focused graphs. As seen in fig 3, page 47 below: 

 

                                                           

2
 The relevance of the Black Mountain College to Cageôs work is very pertinent. Its unique 

curriculum and format fitted Cageôs ideas well. It was a movement supporting the avant-garde and 
experimental artists. Opening in 1933 after the Nazis had shut down the Bauhaus many of the 
schoolôs faculty left Germany for the USA. Josef Albers arrived at Black Mountain College and took 
over the art programme while his wife Annie Albers taught textile design and weaving. It closed in 
1957 because of financial issues. 
3 His visual works are detailed and described in Every Day is a Good Day: The Visual Art of John 

Cage (2010), the introduction written by Roger Malbert and before this, a work by Kathan Brown 

John Cage Visual Art: to Sober and Quiet the Mind (2000). 
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fig. 3 Astral Map (1958) 

 

 

fig. 4 Excerpt from the violin part of Cageôs Atlas Eclipticalis (1958) 

 

The above two pages are taken from the Czech astronomer Antonin Becvarôs 

Atlas Eclipticalis (1958): it was a star chart of the southern sky, which Cage used 

by putting stripes of transparent film on the page to identify a group of stars. The 

stars were shown in different colours and by choosing a colour Cage replaced the 

star with a note. Cage used this process with Etudes Australes (1974-1975) for 

piano, Etudes Boréales (1978) for piano or cello and Freeman Etudes (1977-1980, 

1989-1990) for violin. The irregular rounded shapes, seen above, identified by 

Cage in this example, as the violin part of the stars were grouped from the Atlas 

Eclipticalis from which the score was generated, are referenced in the 

http://eu-topias.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/fig7-e1429788088828.jpg
http://eu-topias.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/fig8-e1429788107489.jpg
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experimental drawings of my practice, seen in the next chapter, especially those 

drawings using oil and ink. 

Cageôs departure from the traditional use of staves to write his music provides a 

gateway to visual art. The translation of music to visual art can be problematic and 

at best complex, but the remaining shapes and symbols, without the staves, can 

be classed as drawings, as seen in fig. 5 page 49 below. They are referenced in 

the chance developments of my experimental drawings. They encompass the use 

of space and time, the basis for Cageôs music and a potential cornerstone in the 

creation of some pieces of visual art. There is a common factor which is observed 

in the reflection of the element of chance present in them, it is also discussed in 

the next chapter. The final images using ink and ice, oil, oil and ink seen in the 

next chapter have been obtained in a chance manner, but not linked into the astral 

maps. Yet, there is a visual likeness to an astral map in the images seen which 

include the element of oil with added ink. This is observed in the shapes of the 

random images in my experimental drawings and the relationship to the scientific 

elements used in the creative process, in a similar way that Cage almost 

scientifically removed the staves, identified and grouped the stars into the above 

shapes and then applied these selections to create his scores. The grouped 

shapes of Cage bear a direct comparison with the gravitational produced shapes 

in the experimental drawings, where the boundaries are not hand drawn but 

created by chance under the influence of external forces and gravity. In this case it 

commences as absolute chance, because there is an expectation that they will 

occur, but becomes ordinary chance when the final resulting images are created. 

Throughout the process Cage was directing the performance involved in his 

composing by a dedicated and disciplined use of I Ching. Therefore, while the 

basis of I Ching and ordinary chance are quite distinct there is a similarity in the 

end results. 

Williams Mix (1952), fig. 5 page 49 below, composed during his time at Black 

Mountain College is an example of the above process. It references a composition 

using eight tape recorders in which the tapes are edited and spliced together to 

create the final composition and in this process Cage engaged with a group of his 

fellow artists. This can be referenced during the group activity in the experimental 

drawings exhibition of My Own Practice in which post graduate students were 

invited to explore their interpretations of chance seen in the next chapter.    
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fig. 5 John Cage: Williams Mix (1952) 

The drawing Williams Mix, fig. 5 above, is from a series of 192 pages of 

realisations of the score for a composition for tape recorders. There are eight lines 

which identify the plan for cutting and splicing the tapes. This plan was determined 

using I Ching4 to determine the sequence.  

Additionally, percussion was a constant feature in Cageôs music and the influence 

of the staccato sounds can be compared to the use of dots and marks in drawing, 

especially in experimental drawings of this project. This is found and featured in 

Cageôs Sixteen Dances (1951), composed for Merce Cunningham and his dance 

company. The score of Sixteen Dances was composed of nine óemotionsô 

interspaced with seven óinterludesô in which the emotions are traced from anger, 

humour, sorrow, heroic, odious, wondrous, fear, erotic through to tranquillity. It 

was composed for piano and a small orchestra, punctuated by a series of carefully 

composed percussion interruptions. The differences in the emotions listed above 

add constraints and tonal influences to the music and can be referenced to tones 

and depth of colour together with gravity present in visual art.  Additionally, the 

staccato in the music references the influence of gravity and fluidity found in my 

                                                           
4
 The I Ching is an ancient Chinese method of divination that has been used in art, literature, 

psychoanalysis and religion to provide inspiration and understanding of Eastern philosophy. It is a 
complex system based on numbers and hexagrams that is used by casting coins or virtual coins. 
The user asks questions and consults a series of accompanying texts to determine the answer. 
The responses are unpredictable and do not always provide the anticipated response, but followers 
must accept it unhesitatingly. A full exposition of the system can be found in I Ching or a book of 
changes (trans. Richard Wilhelm, Penguin books (2003). 
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practice. These translations from music to visual art are discussed in the next 

chapter My Own Practice in which the relationships present in the experimental 

drawings are compared and contrasted with Cageôs music.   

Cage also used repetition in some of his early music compositions. When he was 

a student, Schoenberg, his teacher and musical mentor, suggested that variations 

in music made the same impact as repetitions (Kostelanetz 2003: 237), but they 

were a useful method of creating continuity and perhaps a more satisfactory 

outcome. Cageôs 1935 works Two Pieces for Piano and Metamorphosis each 

contained repetitions, but after 1938 he decided to abandon this practice as far as 

music was concerned.  

In terms of his visual works, however, it might be suggested that repetition is 

inherent in a series based on the same photographic image or the same objects, 

drawn round many times. This was a regular feature of Cageôs visual art from 

1978 until 1992. While both his music and visual practice were influenced by 

chance, Cageôs work as a musician and then visual artist offers a great deal to the 

discussion and debate on chance supporting this project. For Cage the chance 

destiny from I Ching ruled both work and life. Cageôs earlier works have been 

discussed in the Contextual Review, while this section considers work from 1978 

until his death in 1992.  

Following the death of his chess partner and eventual friend Duchamp in 1969, 

Cage began a collaboration with the artist Calvin Sumsion to gather a range of 

óchance determined words, cut so that every word showed signs of deteriorationô 

(Brown and Luckett 2010: 78). The result was Not Wanting to Say Anything About 

Marcel (1969), fig. 6 page 51 below, in a series of eight Plexigrams or lithographs. 

Despite their apparent randomness there was a degree of precision about creating 

the work which focused on the ódeteriorationô which was observed in the chance 

effects of using the I Ching to determine the choice of colours and the positioning 

of the letters in the work. 

While it is not certain that it was a deliberate consideration, this process seems to 

reference both Arpôs use of decaying collages torn up to create the new Papiers 

déchirés (1930), which he followed by a period of reflection on mortality, and 

LeWittôs creation of the first of his series of non-straight and broken lines following 

the death of Hesse. 
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fig. 6 John Cage: Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel (1969) 

In this work Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel (1969), the words 

appeared to be deconstructed, because they were seemingly made up of parts of 

words, as seen in the damaged street name signs in New York.   Additionally, the 

placement of the words and part of the words on the lithograph was deliberate. 

This precise positioning was determined using the I Ching process in a grid-

shaped matrix. This technique of using a grid was initially used by Cage in the 

creation of his musical scores to speed up the composing procedures. The 

process seems to allow a degree of randomness and referenced Duchampôs 

amusement at the partial words on the signs. It may be compared to Arpôs random 

placing of precisely cut paper pieces in his early collages, even though the pieces 

had been allowed, under the influence of gravity5, to fall to the floor before being 

glued down. Arp refers to the period when he destroyed any collages that did not 

meet his standards of precision as his search for óunattainable perfectionéthe 

tiniest crack in a bit of paper often led me to destroy the whole collageô (Fer 2008: 

67). Both Cage and Arp have engaged with precision in their works. Arpôs were 

                                                           
5 The influence of gravity and external forces can be seen in the experimental drawings of this 

project and which are discussed in the next chapter. 
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made up of precise shapes fixed to a base in a chance manner, reflecting the 

order in which they fell to the floor; while Cageôs ócollagesô were based on the 

random placement of letters on óPlexiglassô plates using the disciplined yet chance 

instructions derived from his use of I Ching. Cage sought to introduce a degree of 

humour in Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel, because Duchamp was 

amused by street signs that had missing letters. Cage engaged with this idea and 

created collages from parts of words that Sumsion added to the óPlexiglassô 

sheets. Some of the images were of letters and parts of words in a single colour, 

other images were in a range of colours. The work gives the impression that many 

words were used, thereby implying that much was written about Duchamp. In fact, 

little was said. 

The influence of chance, albeit divined by the use of I Ching, also reflects the 

discipline found in Cageôs musical practice, which may seem to be a collection of 

random sounds but are generated and notated with precision. Cage wanted to 

eradicate any possibility of personal interpretation by the musicians he engaged, 

and expected them to follow his scores rigorously, with the same precision he had 

used when composing them. In his later music Cage involves the use of the visual 

in his practice, such as Ryoanji (below). It is based on a Japanese garden in 

which:  

the parts for oboe, voice, flute, contrabass and trombone are 
developed from his stone drawings and etchings of the rocks 
from the gardené The musical curves are derived from the 
rock contoursô (Pritchett 1996: 189). 
  

He also suggests that óthe sand in the garden represents empty space.ô (Pritchett 

1996: 191) which is found in both the music and the drawings. The Ryoanji  

series of drawings will be discussed later in this chapter. Cage initially composed 

using charts, but found this time-consuming and constantly sought faster and 

simpler methods. In an early experiment, Music for Carillon No.1, fig. 7, page 53 

below, he plotted points for a template by folding graph paper and making holes 

at the intersections of the folds. He superimposed the template on another score 

and drew through the holes, allowing it to be converted to a traditional musical 

score. The vertical axis of the graph was divided by the number of notes required. 

It was based on twelve notes. The horizontal axis represented time. There was no 

finite limitation only the duration of the work. Despite his use of I Ching and the 

potential elements of chance, this process was highly disciplined. 
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fig. 7 John Cage: Music for Carillon No 1 (1952) 

Cage deployed the principles of I Ching to select randomly from the range of 

possibilities (Pritchett 1996: 92ï95). This meticulous planning led to a system that 

Cage eventually used for a range of scores, including works for piano.  

In 1978 Cage began a greater involvement with visual art, producing a series of 

prints from the journal of Henry Thoreau, which corresponded to Cageôs time at 

Crown Point Press, identified above. They related to a music score for the New 

York Symphony Orchestra, but were for the benefit of the conductor: it was a 

score ówithout partsô (Brown and Luckett 2010: 82). Though it was presented 

clearly to the conductor, the project involved chance because orchestra members 

had no score. Cage also engaged with organic materials because of the subject 

matter. Chance played an important role in the creation of Score Without Parts (40 

Drawings by Thoreau): Twelve Haiku (example below). 

 

fig. 8 John Cage: Score without Parts (40 Drawings by Thoreau): Twelve Haiku (1978) 
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The consideration of chance in this work relates to the method: chance procedures 

were used to orchestrate the use and order of drawings which determine the 

óattacks by each player in the structural unitô (Pritchett 1996: 132). Thoreauôs 

drawings are used to óderive a melodic lineô (Pritchett 1996: 132) and the melody is 

coupled with the sounds of nature in the woods at Stony Point, which includes 

birds such as woodlarks (Pritchett 1996: 133). The selection of the sequence of 

the drawings was determined by chance using I Ching. Cage did not present the 

drawings used for the initial work in the same order for future works; a new 

sequence was used for future occasions. The drawings combined photo etching, 

freehand and intaglio processes using many colours and importantly, chance. 

óEach impression has 18 unique colours and one of the drawingséby chance 

appears twiceô (Brown and Luckett 2010: 82). 

In another series of images from Thoreauôs Journal, seen below, were the 17 

Drawings by Thoreau (1978), an example is fig. 9 below, again created using 

tracing, drawing and photo-etching. Additionally a printer was used in the dark 

room to enlarge the objects in the drawings to chance-driven dimensions (Brown 

and Luckett 2010: 82) before being added to the visual work. These chance 

elements were divined using I Ching, each of the individual drawings was 

arranged randomly on the page and the colours selected by chance. Cage based 

the above series on the Thoreau drawings together with Signals (1978) (Pritchett 

1993: 184). 

 

fig. 9 John Cage: 17 Drawings by Thoreau (1978) 
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Another example of chance in Cageôs work is Seven Day Diary (Not Knowing) 

(1978), in which he created a new image every day for six days, and then removed 

an image on day seven. The choice of which drawing to be removed was 

determined, as with all his decisions, by using I Ching. This is a different use of 

chance from some of the armôs length procedures utilised in the above works, an 

example of which is seen in Not Wanting to Say Anything About Marcel, (fig.6) on 

page 51 seen above.  

 

fig. 10 John Cage: Seven Day Diary (Not Knowing) (1978) Artistôs Proof 

In the Seven Day Diary (Not Knowing) fig 10 above, Cage drew with his eyes 

closed and the plate and paper, sizes and locations of the plates were chosen by 

chance. Day 1 Artistôs Proof is an example of hard ground etching and dry-point. It 

is interesting to note that even though this small series was created over seven 

days and drawn with his eyes closed the layout of the paper was in a horizontal 

position. A question that can be asked is does it reference the time element 

included in Cageôs music or did it happen by chance? The influence of I Ching 

would suggest that it was not completely by chance, as in ordinary chance found 

in Peirceôs ideas of chance. Yet it could reference absolute chance, where there is 

an element of the expected present. 
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Thoreauôs drawings were a major influence on Cageôs work from 1978ï1982, and 

extended to the titles of some later works, such as when he combined the first two 

letters of ód®corô with the last four of Thoreau to form Déreau (Brown and Luckett 

2010: 92). This series of 38 etchings uses aquatint, photo-etching, engraving and 

dry-point. Horizontal lines in this series are evident for the first time and are 

present as the brown line at the bottom of the example below. These works were 

based on photographs of images from Thoreauôs Journal, drawn on plates using 

dry-point. The resulting prints provided a continuity for each of the works; the 

variations were created by using different colours for individual prints, from a 

limited palette of earth colours plus elements of red, blue, black and yellow (Brown 

and Luckett 2010: 92). The choice of colours was determined by I Ching, for 

example, number 25 focuses on yellow. Blue is included in the palette of Déreau # 

11, (1982) fig. 11 below. These works appear to be more complex than some of 

Cageôs other works and even though the palette of colours is limited to a base of 

five, it provides a visual example of the emotions which are the basis of The 

Sixteen Dances discussed below. 

 

 

fig. 11 John Cage: Déreau # 11 (1982) 
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In the Déreau series Cage was concerned with controlling chaos. In photographing 

the original images from Thoreauôs Journal, Cage starts from a position of control, 

then allows chance to influence the direction of the works. A similar ethos can be 

seen in the rucking-up of the backing paper in Arpôs Papiers déchirés. Cage was 

also influenced by the work of Duchamp, especially 3 stoppages étalon, in which 

the chance results were obtained by dropping pieces of string onto canvas. It is 

possible to compare the action of allowing the string to fall with Arpôs methods of 

producing his collages. 

Following on from this series of experimental and chance works, Cage created 

HV, a series of 36 works in which not only the selection of materials for the 

drawings but also the design was determined by I Ching. The HV is quite simple 

and stands for horizontal and vertical, referencing the process used in creating 

Music for Carillon No 1, (1952) fig. 7 page 53, and the space or time and notes 

respectively, as observed in the above graphical image. The materials used 

included felt, foam, batting and jute. An example from this series is HV No 2 

(1983), fig 12 below. The colours are applied using ink rollers onto the soft 

materials. The pressure and number of passes were determined by I Ching. It is 

possible to see how to translate his music into the HV series by observing the 

density of the colours and the apparent horizontal format of the drawings. This 

references musical scores crossing the paper. The density of the colour 

references the tonality of the music and the regularity or irregularity of the lines 

and the proximity to each other indicates the speed of the music thereby 

influencing the emotions in the sounds. 

 

fig. 12 John Cage: HV No 2 (1983) 
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This is also evident in the experimental drawing of this project which will be 

explained in the next chapter, My Own Practice. 

In addition to chance, experimentation is clearly evident in Cageôs selection of 

subject matter, colour palette, the use of fire, burnt paper, smoked paper and 

plates and stones to create the Japanese-influenced works. Japan inspired a 

range of Cageôs works, and the influence of the philosophical elements of Zen 

Buddhism was also added into the equation. Cage had visited the rock garden in 

the Ryoanji temple in Kyoto in 1962. This eventually inspired the creation of the 

works known as R Where R = Ryoanji from 1983 until 1992.  

 

 

fig. 13 Rock Garden Zen Temple, Ryoanji Kyoto (Japan) 

The Ryoanji garden comprises 15 stones arranged in five islands on a bed of 

gravel. Cage chose 15 stones and drew round them, determining the location of 

each via I Ching. As the garden in Ryoanji is a fixed and relatively narrow shape 

Cage observed the same discipline and did not let any of the stones fall outside 

the boundaries set by the plate. For Where R=Ryoanji:R2 2, (1983) fig. 14, page 59 

below, Cage drew round each of the 15 stones 15 times (15 x 15 or 15 squared) to 

create 225 images in the overall work. As the series progressed the number of 

images in the work increased, so that in Where R=Ryoanji: R33, (1983) fig.15, 

page 59 below, there were 3,375 images within the work (15 x 15 x 15 or 15 to the 
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power of three). There is a greater density of lines in the print, yet the boundaries 

are maintained in harmony with the original garden. 

 

fig. 14 John Cage: Where R=Ryoanji:R
2
2  (1983) 

Cage continued with this series until 1992 during which time he moved from dry-

point to pencils of various qualities, still controlling the outcomes using I Ching.  

 

fig. 15 John Cage: Where R=Ryoanji: R
 3
3 (1983) 

These drawings are in the horizontal plane which is the same as the above 

photograph of the temple garden. It is possible to extrapolate the tonal features of 

the Ryoanji series with those found in Cageôs music especially the Sixteen 

Dances. 

There was a change in the practice of Cageôs work from the mid-1980s and it was 

the inclusion of fire and smoke. This change was a significant influence on Cageôs 

practice from 1985 until 1992 and is arguably as important as his stones drawings. 

It was the point at which Cage used chance as a definite element in his practice 

rather than the chance influence of I Ching. While it was a deliberate choice the 

outcomes were more in line with ordinary chance seen in the experimental 
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drawings of this project, which reference Peirce, and also the accidental 

happenings as described by Aristotle in his analysis of the ócausesô. The first such 

work was the Fire series of 16 images, fig 16 below. This process represented the 

experimental stage in his practice rather than a reliance on the I Ching inspired 

drawings. Cage built a fire on the bed of the Crown Press printing press, using a 

number of newsprint sheets determined by I Ching, then extinguished it using 

damp paper as it rolled through the press. He then added scorch marks using his 

own pre-heated Japanese metal teapots (Brown and Luckett 2010: 108).  

 

fig. 16 John Cage: Fire no 6 (1985) 

While using fire Cage changes the orientation of the paper from horizontal to 

vertical, a move from time and space to notes, again referencing Music for 

Carillon, where the vertical plane referenced the notes based on a scale of twelve 

and the horizontal the time interval between the notes. The resultant images 

included an element of the unpredictable which reference the sounds experienced 

from Cageôs works with prepared pianos in which objects such as nails, screws 

and other objects were placed on and between the strings of a grand piano.  
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The sounds were changed as it was played producing ones more relevant to 

staccato percussion instruments, for example the striking of a metal cylinder or 

can, rather than a concert piano, even though the piano is a percussion 

instrument. This can be heard in Bacchanale (1940). 

A further example of the unpredictability in his music is present in 4ô33ò which is a 

work originally scored for piano. No notes are played, but the sounds come from 

the audience coughing and shuffling, and from the noises of the building: each 

time it is performed it is different and the results are unique. In practice these 

works are performances as seen in the óhappeningsô identified earlier when Cage 

was at Black Mountain College. This element of performance was also 

experienced during a major exhibition of my work les insuccès in November 2016. 

It occurred when a group of post graduate students were invited to participate in 

the creation of one of my works, which will be discussed further in the next chapter 

My Own Practice.  I can relate this last work to the influence of external forces 

found in my experimental drawings.  

In 1990 Cage moved on from using fire and he combined both stones and smoked 

paper in a series River Rocks and Smoke.  

 

fig. 17 John Cage: River Rocks and Smoke 4/11/90 No 1 (1990) 

The stones are different from those used in the R=Ryoanji series and came from 

the New River close to Mountain Lake. Fig. 17 above, is one of the last paintings 
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he produced at the Crown Point Press. It combines smoked paper with paint 

washes and drawing round rocks. There is a lightness about the work and a 

reliance on the direction of I Ching in the processes. 

Cage was a great experimenter, as evidenced by his use of a wide range of 

materials, techniques, pigments, sizes of paper and copper plate, the inclusion of 

fire in printed images and his quest for new techniques in his visual art practice. 

Yet in addition to experimentation he was very precise and disciplined. Cageôs 

love of precision can be seen in music such as The Sixteen Dances and the 

Freeman Etudes which became progressively more complex. The series 

culminated in Etude 18 with its huge array of notes, which many performers were 

unable to play. Violinist Irvine Arditti attempted the piece by playing as many of the 

notes as he could, but the performance had to be speeded up and different from 

Cageôs original concept.  

As part of his experimentation programme, Cage incorporated the concepts used 

in his music into his visual work. It might be said that that he began his programme 

of experimentation in his musical practice. An example is his radical approach to 

writing musical scores: using distance between the notes to signify the length of 

time allocated to each. Additionally, it can be observed throughout his practice that 

Cageôs work destroyed the old format while searching for something new. This can 

be seen in the musical score image Score Without Parts (40 Drawings by 

Thoreau). The results were the same, but the score looked different. It was also a 

feature of Duchampôs work starting with the 3 stoppages ètalon. 

Cage extended these ideas to his writing, as when in his poetry he introduced a 

form of parasitic construction into the text, seen as an additional text running 

through the host text. This is found in his essay 25 Mesotics Re and Not Re Mark 

Tobey (Cage 1998: 184). 

 óit was iMpossible         

            to do Anything 

              the dooR   

               was locKed 

  

In conclusion, Cage followed similar principles during his working processes and 

life. Whether in music, written work or visual art, he followed the basic premises of 



63 
 

discipline; a faithfulness to the principles of I Ching and an energetic work ethic. It 

is possible to draw some comparison with Cage in that, for example, he takes 

Where R=Ryoanji: R22 (1983), and draws round stones, as is also observed with 

Duchamp who drew round the shapes seen in the 3 stoppages étalon of the 

threads that had fallen to the ground under gravity to form the wooden sections 

prior to placing them in their box. 

Marcel Duchamp 

Marcel Duchamp was a major influence on Cage. Yet for Duchamp it was the 

focus on abstract sculptures, for example, 3 stoppages étalon (1913), which seem 

to have been prompted by his desire for artistic freedom and determined his 

career. Duchamp is said to have created 3 stoppages étalon, fig. 18 below, by 

dropping three metre-long threads from a height of a metre on to canvas strips, 

this is another use of gravity in producing chance influenced work. He glued the 

threads to the strips as they had fallen, then to a glass panel. He also cut the 

edges of three wooden rules to the same shapes as the mounted threads. The 

strips and rules were displayed in, and next to, a wooden box. The work reflects a 

humorous take on the scientific process, referencing his early career as a 

cartoonist, because it subverts the notion of measuring a metre using a straight 

line. The case is thought to have been a croquet box, though it has been 

suggested that it was inspired by boxes used for technical drawing instruments 

(Ades et al 1999: 79). 

 

 

fig. 18 Marcel Duchamp: 3 stoppages étalon (1913) 
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Duchamp felt that 3 stoppages étalon6 was the starting point for his change in 

direction away from óretinal artô. Although Duchamp is briefly cited here with 

reference to chance, his main contribution to art was as a conceptual artist of 

which he was a key exponent.  

There is, however, no debate surrounding Duchampôs assertion that the work was 

a starting point for the discussion on chance, a key element of this project. He 

said: 

(3 stoppages)éwas really when I tapped the mainstream of 
my future. In itself it was not an important work of art, but for 
me it opened the way ï the way to escape from those 
traditional methods of expression long associated with art. I 
didnôt realise at the time exactly what I had stumbled 
upon.ô(Kuh 2000: 81). 

In an interview with Katherine Kuh, Duchamp described traditional figurative art as 

merely óretinal artô (Kuh 2000: 89), meaning that it was simply pleasing to the eye. 

He wanted more: his interest was in what lay behind the work and the concepts 

contained within, rather than the superficial image. It wasnôt a sculpture and it 

wasnôt a painting. It was a box containing an óideaô (Mink 2004: 44). It might be 

posited that Duchamp sought to explore the intentionality of the artist in producing 

the work. Yet chance in the context of Duchampôs work might be described as 

                                                           
6
 A great deal of academic debate surrounds additional influences in the creation of the work. It is 

said that it was: 
ña joke about the meterò  and the work exposes the metric system, an 
originally French set of standards

6
 now used throughout the world, as an 

intellectual construct rather than a universal absoluteô (MoMA Catalogue 

eds. HS Bee & C Heliczer 2005: 91).  

Duchamp also claimed that it was an experiment inspired by a sign advertising óstoppageô or 
invisible mending. Others, including artist William Anastasi and critic Arturo Schwartz, tried 
unsuccessfully to replicate the experiment. It is claimed that Duchamp actually used threads far 
longer than a metre, then sewed them to the fabric base in a technique resembling invisible 
mending. This seems plausible because there are holes in the base fabric and the ends of the 
thread have not frayed and can be seen to spread across the back of the work. If the thread was 
sewn, it might be said that the shapes are capable of replication (Shearer & Gould 1999: 
vol1/issue1). 
 
In 1791, the French revolutionary government heralded the metre as a new and liberating device 
based on the size of the earth (defined as 1/10,000,000 of the quadrant of its circumference 
measured from the North Pole through Paris to the Equator), and therefore a constant, unvarying, 
and capable of serving all people as an absolute standard. The standard metre rule, made from 
90% platinum and 10% iridium, is held in the International Office for Weights and Measures in 
S¯vres. See óHidden in Plain Sight: Duchampôs 3 Standard Stoppages, More Truly a ñStoppageò 
(An Invisible Mending) Than We Ever Realisedô (RR Shearer &SJ Gould 1999: in Tout-fait 
issue1/vol1 Dec 1999, http://www.toutfat.com/issues/issue_/News/stoppages.html accessed 27 
March 2017) 
 

http://www.toutfat.com/issues/issue_/News/stoppages.html


65 
 

óaccidental happeningsô. When Duchamp was asked about the impact of the 

accidental on his work he said: 

my first accidental experience (what we commonly call 
chance) happened with the Three Stoppages, and, as I said 
before, was a great experience. The idea of letting a piece of 
thread fall on a canvas was accidental, but from this accident 
came a carefully planned workémany of my highly 
organised works were initially suggested by such encounters. 
(Kuh 2000: 92). 

Aristotle believed that ócausesô especially the fifth cause which was chance 

could be described as óaccidentalô. In the Contextual Review the origins and 

history of chance are discussed, a similar ethos can be found in the works of 

Arp and Cage. The essence of the programme and the main point under 

consideration is the relevance of chance. Duchamp used chance 

happenings instead of working to his likes and dislikes (Kostelanetz 2003: 

234). Chance was a random result of his desire to escape from even the 

idea of creating a painting, because following what had already been done 

was too easy. He sought to invent rather than merely express himself (Kuh 

2000: 83) so his acceptance of chance was a manifestation of what came 

along in his practice ï in reality a happening7. Chance changes 

circumstances, ideas, techniques and ourselves, which is interesting when 

considering the creation of works of art and artistic practice. Works created 

according to carefully-laid plans and rules may lose the elements of 

spontaneity and unpredictability in the results. This can best be seen as 

chance in or affecting a work of art.  

Hans (Jean) Arp  

As discussed for Cage and Duchamp, chance procedures for Arp were an integral 

part of the process that supported the production of the random results found in 

his collages. It applied equally to his early collages from the mid-1910s and those 

created in the 1930s. Arpôs use of chance could be described as ordinary chance 

in line with Peirce (Houser and Kloesel 1992: 219). Despite the fact that the work 

relies on both gravity and chance, the example, fig. 19, page 66 below 

demonstrates the care taken to prepare the pieces of paper in his earlier work. In 

this work the precise and sharp edges of the paper shapes are clearly visible. Any 

that were not considered to be perfect were destroyed. 

                                                           
7
 This can be considered as referencing Cageôs óhappeningsô at Black Mountain College. 
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The relevance of both chance and gravity in this project is important. It was a 

feature of the work of both Duchamp and Arp, and in the next chapter the question 

of how they reference each other will be discussed. In addition to gravity the 

influence of external forces will be discussed. These are a vital element in the 

creation of the experimental drawings. 

 

fig. 19 Hans Arp: Elementary Construction (According to the Laws of Chance) (1916)  

Arpôs later collages were more fluid and less controlled, because torn paper is less 

regimented and precise than the cut paper. They were created by tearing up 

pieces from earlier collages which had deteriorated during storage. For Arp they 

were references to mortality and decay invoked by the reuse of the previous 

materials and it lent them a greater significance. At this stage in his practice, Arp 

was involved in the concepts of mortality and decay, reputedly because of a 

combination of the death of his mother and the decay of his early collages. This 

idea has not been an uncommon event in artistic practice, Duchamp was 

influenced by mortality in the process of creating The Bride Stripped Bare by Her 

Bachelors, Even: Large Glass (1915-1923).  
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Eva Hesse was concerned about mortality because of her poor health. For Cage 

however, his change of diet in his earlier career enabled him to avoid much of this 

anxiety.  

In these later collages the lack of the previous precision is obvious; even the 

mounting paper was not aligned. In the example below torn paper, Indian ink and 

graphite are combined. 

 

fig. 20 Hans Arp: Composition (1937) 

During the 1930s Arp developed the ideas of collage further, creating a range of 

works under the banner of óconstellationsô which were made from a limited 

number, often seven, of random wooden shapes and painted in black and white. 

The óconstellationsô were related to both his visual and his written works. In this 

sense Arp and Cage both engaged in experimental writing and visual practice. In 

the written format Arp fixed on a limited range of words and experimented with 

various ways of combining them in different combinations according to chance. 

The act of restricting the number of words was intended not as a limitation, but as 

recognition of the almost limitless possibilities open to him. An example of Arpôs 

written work is the first verse of a poem:  
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Strasbourg Configuration (1931): 

ói was born in nature. i was born in strasbourg. i was born in a 
cloud. i was born in a robe. 
i have four natures. i have two things. i have five senses. 
sense and non-sense. nature is senseless. make way for 
nature. nature is a white eagle. make dada-way for dada-
nature. 
i model out a book with five buttons. artis-tree of sculpture is a 
dark stupidityéô (Jean 1974: 47) 

 
In addition to experimental writing both Cage and Arp used chance in their 

work. For Cage chance was based on I Ching, while Arpôs use of chance was 

more akin to the ideas of Peirce. In the case of Duchamp, his use of chance 

was evidenced when he chose to let fixed-length threads, one metre long, fall 

to the floor and the chance shape of the images produced became the basis 

of the 3 stoppages étalon. Arp facilitated his collages by allowing pieces of 

paper to fall to the floor before sticking them onto backing paper. Many 

different artists have used gravity in their works, and as seen in the 

experimental drawings it can emphasize the element of chance. This will also 

be discussed in the next chapter because of its importance to the project.  

Eva Hesse 

Eva Hesse used natural materials in her works, and similar to both Duchamp and 

Arp relied on the inclusion of elements of chance within them. Her work hovered 

between the Abstract Expressionism of her early university work and the 

influences of Minimalism. It was, however, softer than the rigidity of Minimalism, 

but still had a degree of starkness. Hesse experimented with soft materials such 

as latex, rope, string, wire and later fibreglass and plastic. She was interested in 

how the materials took on organic forms, which she used to create óeccentricô 

freestanding sculptures (Art Story 2015: npn). 

As she began to experiment with minimalist sculpture, the first work that indicated 

the transition from painting to sculpture was Hang Up (1966), fig. 21, page 69 

below, which was made from acrylic, cloth, wood, cord and steel. Much as 3 

stoppages étalon had affected the development of Duchampôs practice, Hang Up 

represented a major movement in Hesseôs future as an artist.  
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fig. 21 Eva Hesse: Hang Up (1966) 

It also represented her move from abstract expressionism to minimalism and 

combines both painting and sculpture. In an interview with Cindy Nemser, Hesse 

said Hang Up was:  

a dumb nameéitôs unfortunate, but I canôt change itéit was 
the fifth piece I did and the most important statement I 
madeéit was the first time where my idea of absurdity came 
through (Nixon 2002: 7).  

Hesse discusses the size of Hang Up and the importance of working with 

materials and focusing on this element. Hang Up is a large work, measuring 6 x 7 

feet. The frame is designed to be wall-mounted and a metal rod protrudes almost 

10 feet from the top, bending to return to the lower edge. The frame holds nothing, 

yet is finely graded and painted. Hesse thought the whole work was surreal, 

strange and absurd (Nixon 2002: 7). This may be true, but it is a serious work that 

brings the concepts of painting and sculpture into a single oeuvre. Its importance 

to Hesse is readily comparable with that of 3 stoppages étalon for Duchamp. It is, 

however, possible that Hesse was hanging on to the vestiges of her earlier 
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paintings to create a work that appears to bridge the gap between painting and 

sculpture.  She says she wants to avoid the concept of play, because she knows 

what she is doing and what she wants from the work. This is different to the idea 

held by Duchamp in which he introduced a sense of humour into his practice, 

amongst other concepts, as seen in 3 Stoppages étalon. Throughout her career, 

Hesse had concerns with the absurdity of her work, yet she sought to make works 

that were loose and random, with a certain element of chance and repetition.  

Hang Up was one of the first pieces to emphasize the elements of absurdity and 

extreme feelings in Hesseôs work (Nixon 2002: 7). She believes that it is one of her 

most important works because óit was close to what I feel I achieve now in my best 

pieces in which the feeling of absurdity came throughô (Nixon 2002: 7). Though 

she claimed that it was constructed very naively it had a depth of ómeaning and 

soulô, it was almost like a patient in a hospital who had a broken arm bandaged up.  

Gravity, as a feature in this work, is yet another example of an element joining 

Duchamp, Arp and my practice together. It is evidenced in the way that all three 

have allowed part or all of the works to fall to the floor in either their creation or 

final result. In Hesseôs works it can be observed in the way that many of her works 

are hung, allowing gravity to pull them in a downwards direction. 

The effects of gravity are clearly evident in Aught (1968), fig. 22, page 71 below, 

which was made from four pieces of rubberised canvas, each slightly different, 

suspended in a row. Hesse described the work as ludicrous (Nixon 2002: 14ï15), 

yet it serves to highlight the differences between works hung in a specific way but 

with unpredictable and chance-determined shapes: each piece of cloth has its own 

unique shape and the unpredictability of work created by chance procedures.  

Later in the same interview Sequel is considered (Nixon 2002: 8). For Hesse, this 

was the epitome of chance and satire (Nixon 2002: 14). She tried to introduce 

satire together with feelings of absurdity into her work, but whether this is achieved 

with Sequel is open to debate. Chance is certainly present and can be classed 

according to the ideas of Peirce rather than I Ching. 
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fig. 22 Eva Hesse: Aught (1968) 

Ordinary chance is also evidenced in Sequel (1967), fig 23 below, in which a 

number of 6.6cm latex balls are placed on a square of cheesecloth in a random, 

disordered and loose configuration (Nixon 2002: 10).  

 

fig. 23 Eva Hesse: Sequel (1967ï68) 


