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 “We affirm that the world’s magnificence has been enriched 

by a new beauty: the beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood 

is adorned with great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath—

a roaring car that seems to ride on grapeshot is more beautiful 

than the Victory of Samothrace.” (Marinetti 1909) 

 

Introduction 

 When a physical source produces periodic or aperiodic vibrations in the air within a 

certain frequency, and there are human ears near by, they receive a meaning assigned by our 

brain. When we have the necessity of verbalize the sonic image produced by those vibrations, we 

need to choose a word available in our language that best describes what we felt sonically. 

Words associated with this practice of describing what we perceive are commonly “sound”, 

“noise”, “music”, “tone”, and such. The question is, what does make us to choose within one 

word or another? Many inquiries will arise if we analyze our selection. For example, if we say 

“that is music” we may be implying that music is not tone, or noise, or even sound!  

Personally speaking, I find a deep and intimate sensation of peace when hearing the 

sound of water moving in a natural environment, it generates that specific feeling on my human 

brain and body. Like in my case, the sound of water will produce similar (or different) feelings in 

different people, musicians are aware of the power of sounding water. Lets check some 

examples: some composers have taken water as an inspirational source, almost “iconically”, like 

Handel on the famous Water Music (1717), others have found on its constant and sometime 

hypnotic swinging a musical gesture, therefore tried to imitate this feature with instruments, like 

in some passages of La Mer (1905) by Claude Debussy, other composers were able to capture 

the sound of water in electromagnetic tape, re-shape its physicality manually, and reproduce it as 

a musical piece, like Tōru Takemitsu in Water Music (1960). Weather as a muse, as an ideal to 

reproduce, or as an acoustic material the source is the same: the sound of water, that on the hand 

of different composers, we account different music. According to this I can take the risk of 

affirming that water can be music. Therefore, can any noise and sound become music? What 

arguments do I need to justify them as music? Where is the line that makes a sound to be noise or 

to be music? Can be all three? Why do we tend to separate these concepts? What has being said 

and made with this topic in music history?  
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During the 20th century, implementing noises in musical pieces was a common practice 

among the avant-garde musicians. Since experimental music is where noise has been mostly used 

as a part of a musical piece, it will be important to find a definition of this practice  (or at least an 

approximation). The second goal of this writing is to analyze how and when noise became 

conscious part of music. To do so, we will begin the discussion on the sounding and theoretical 

world of Marinetti, Russolo and the Italian Futurism, followed by the implementation and 

analysis of noise in the work of Henry Cowell, John Cage and Pauline Oliveros. 

 

Experimental music, the independence of noise 

 Experimental music as a established practice started on the 60’s, and corresponds to the 

musical activities of a group of avant-garde artists (mostly in the United States), where the 

principal figure was John Cage (Cox and Warner 2009, 207) (Cope 1997, 222) (McHard 2008, 

203-204) who affirms that  

 

attention moves towards the observation and audition of many things, at once, including 
those that are environmental—becomes, that is, inclusive rather than exclusive—no 
question of making, in the sense of forming understandable structures, can arise (one is 
tourist), and here the word “experimental” is apt, providing it is understood not as 
descriptive of an act to be later judged in terms of success and failure, but simply as of an 
act the outcome of which is unknown. (Cage 1961,13) 
 

According to the practitioners, the strength of this music was in the power given to sound 

itself, it was not forced to act as the composer wished, it became free. Sound could not be 

representative, it traveled unrestrictedly through the hands of the performer, and its wild 

behavior required an auditor attentive and permeable to surprises. Not all composers attained the 

term, and some of them even rejected it, but what is important to us is the common goal 

everyone had: to produce a music score that guaranteed the impossibility of prediction of its 

sounds and its behavior (Cox and Warner 2009. 207). Notation of experimental music then, did 

not offer traditional music representation but processes, conditions, instructions, graphics and 

such.  

Techniques to achieve this goal were many, first started by the New York School 

composers, to later be in the toolbox and in the inventive of every music maker. Some of the 

innovative ideas were: non-traditional score notation, graphic scores, incorporation of chance, 
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contextual processes, repetition, electronic processes, indetermination of certain musical values 

(Nyman 2009, 209-212), others like: situation and circumstance music, soundscapes, biomusic, 

antimusic (Cope 1997, 222-229), amongst many others. There is no enough space on this article 

to describe each one of them, but we can focus on the common objective: “nonintention (the 

acceptance of silence) leading to nature; renunciation of control; let sounds to be sounds” (Cage 

1982). If sounds are free of composers’ intention, non-instrumental sounds (known as noises) 

were legitimized, and rapidly they were incorporated into the musical discourse. 

In some sense, the practices of incorporating noise in the music making business (that is 

to accept sound as it is) begun far before the New York School. Previously Pierre Schaeffer and 

Karlheinz Stockhausen already were working on editing pure sound in electronic music on the 

40’s and 50’s, Edgard Varèse had composed the first piece for a percussion ensemble (the “noise 

instruments”, according to Cage) Ionization on the 30s. And further back, Dadaist and Futurists 

had diverse writings and pieces based on noise. From the point of view of incorporation of noise 

to the music world, it can be said that experimental music begun on the 1900’s. The causes of 

this starting point can be attributed to many political, sociological and cultural reasons, lets focus 

on an economic and technological one: the aural impact of the industrial revolution. 

 

The soundscape of 1900’s 

To assimilate the independence of sound and its inclusion into the music world, it is 

essential to position ourselves at beginning of the 20th century and try to imagine how the 

sounding environment was, and how it was some years before. Prior to the industrial revolution, 

technological advances already brought unheard machinery noises, which were not well received 

by society. By 1900 the outbreak of technical devices flooded the streets of Europe with working 

machinery including automobiles, textile manufacture, metallurgy, etc. as never seen (and heard) 

before, but these noises now were better received by people (Schafer [1973] 2009, 33). Also, it 

was common to have factories around that produce these devices, as well as machine tools and 

improved steam power based methods of transportation, railways and roads. 

By now, society lived in a different soundscape than 1840 or 1850, human beings where 

experimenting (and assimilating) a life surrounded by loud, metallic and constant noises. Since 

nature tends to produce limited amount of sound by itself, life used to be quiet, silent and still 

(Russolo 1913, 3-4). Technology was the main factor that changed the soundscape of big cities at 
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the time, that on top to the natural sound of human living, and weather conditions the 

environment become noisy, intrusive, uncontrollable, accumulative. The futurists were aware of 

this, and created a parallelism between these unavoidable cycles of sonic events and music 

parameters like rhythm, harmony, etc. Russolo in The Noises of Nature and Life (Timbres and 

Rhythm) (a chapter of the influential collection of manuscripts The Art of Noises) analyses this 

ambivalence and extract many musical parameters from listening to certain sounds, on the 

writing we find phrases as: “wind makes an accompaniment to the thunder, with a succession of 

ascending or descending enharmonic scales”, “what a marvelous variety of rhythm and timbres if 

the winds is accompanied by rain!”, “the cypress vibrates and sings everything with a chord”, “ 

the rhythmic strides of the various trots or paces of horses, contrasting with the enharmonic 

scales of trams and automobiles, and the violent accelerations of their motors, while other motors 

have already reached a high pitch of velocity” (Russolo Collection of Manuscripts,  41-45).  

These thoughts were applied to the music making practice by the futurists, it was time to 

give noise the opportunity to belong to the musical word, as it can be seen on Russolo’s 

Inotnarumori or “noise instruments” (machines that just produced noise with the purpose of 

being used as musical instruments), to get to the point to join them into an orchestra and perform 

many concerts with them, with great approval in sold out shows. 

 

Other conceptions on the musicality of noise, aesthetic arguments 

“Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When 

we listen to it, we find it fascinating. . . . We want to capture and control these sounds, to use 

them not as sound effects but as musical instruments” (Cage 1961, 3). Noises (or non-

instrumental sounds) have a psychoacoustic impact on mankind impossible to be reproduced by 

musical instruments, they can be a negative or positive incursion into the soul of the listener 

(Chesea 2012, 165). It is not surprising that composers created musical pieces about or using 

noise.  

Additionally to the music, we find aesthetics arguments that justify the inclusion of noise 

into music-making, there are many conceptions that claim the musicality of noise, some from the 

acoustical plane, some other from the philosophical thought, and some even from the semantic 

aspect: 



	 5	

On the acoustical plane, Russolo presents two clues that validate the inclusion of noise 

into the musical world. On the first place, if we focus on the evolution of European western 

harmony, we can conceptualize what Russolo calls “musical noise”, this notion refers to the 

development of tonal harmony, how it gets more and more complex by adding chromatism 

throughout history, it travels from the unison and pure octave on the Gregorian chant, to complex 

dissonant succession of chords and lack of clear central tonic on the Post-romantic era. For 

Russolo, dissonance is synonymous of harmonic noise, thus musical noise (Russolo 1913, 5). 

Secondly, it is on the timbric plane where the idea of “noise sound” comes to play, which is the 

development of timbre within similar time periods of western music history, starting from vocal 

pureness to oversized and noisy orchestras (5-6). 

On the theoretical plane, in 1962 Edgard Varèse criticized what is commonly found as 

definition of music in the dictionaries, he affirms they are completely subjective and fulfilled 

with inaccuracies, they talk about “beauty”, “feelings”, etc. He is a maker of music that does not 

focus on those values, then inspired on the idea of 1800’s philosopher Hoëne Wronsky that 

music is “the corporatization of the intelligence that is in sound”, Varèse creates his own 

definition, for him music is “organized sound”, that is made not by a composer, but by a “a 

worker in rhythms, frequencies, and intensities”. Indeed this definition includes all music, and 

also validates the incorporation of any kind of sound into the music world, if it is organized by a 

human being, it is music (Varèse [1962] 2009, 19-20). On the 30’s and 40’s Varèse experienced 

the limitations of the traditional instruments to materialize his ideas, he needed an electronic 

medium that was not created yet, so he incorporated the usage of some devices (like sirens), and 

request instruments to play out of their confer zones. Noise as a means of expression. 

On the semantic plane, noise and sound does not need humans to have meaning: Pierre 

Schaeffer’s “music concrete” found an important predecessor on the acousmatic idea practiced 

by Pythagoras, where for five years he experimented with the teaching experience of having the 

master talking to his students behind a curtain, the intention of this was to separate the concept 

itself from the individual that delivered it. Then, the pure notion would travel through sound and 

noise (frequencies, durations, amplitudes) without the mental image of the being. According to 

Schaeffer, we live in an acousmatic world, where the transference of messages through speakers 

and radio signals is an everyday practice since the 50’s (and before). This acousmatic reality we 

are surrounded require us to forget the sound source and concentrate on the sound itself, if we 
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recognize the source (like a musical instrument) some sort of meaning will come to our mind, 

but if the original sound is processed and distorted we will perceive a pure aesthetic statement 

delivered through noise, also known as music (Schaeffer, 2009 76-81). 

 

Constellation of noises, clusters and Cowell 

 Henry Cowell wrote his first avant-garde piece for piano when he was 15 years old, by 

1930 he had finished several piano pieces that used dissonant counterpoints and “tone clusters”. 

His pieces for piano, theory articles, and ideas influenced many composers (among them, his 

student John Cage). Cowell was considered one of the first experimentalists, he created for the 

first time simple graphic scores, some pieces gave freedom of choice to performers, and other 

used extended techniques for instruments (Walker 2002, 112-115). Although the inspiration for 

using clusters as musical material was never consistently explained by Cowell, many sources and 

theories have been mentioned: some testimonies affirm tone clusters tried to imitate a sonority 

Cowell heard in dreams, other focuses on his exposure as a child to Chinese instruments, or a 

rescued memory of ludic moments with the piano as a kid, or even a illness he suffered when he 

was eight years old.  

The mentioned first piece he wrote at the age of 15 (that truly was improvised at the 

beginning and notated many years later) was The Tides of Manaunaun, this piece used for the 

first time his famous clusters (Hicks 1993, 428-440). The catalog for piano works followed by 

Tides is extensive, some other pieces that stand out are Adventures in Harmony (1913), 

Advertisements (1914), Dynamic Motion (1916), Tiger (1928), Piano Concerto (1929), 

Rhythmicana (1930) amongst many others. In all of them clusters are treated somehow 

differently, there are: fists clusters, two-arm clusters, tremolo of clusters, unmeasured 

arpeggiations of larger clusters, microclusters filigree and macrocluster filigree (played by 

alternating forearms), etc. These techniques were commonly developed through the piece, treated 

as traditional musical material. 

New Musical Resources was his most influential writing, quickly it was on the desk of 

many younger composers. We can testify on these predecessors how the noisy sonority produced 

by clusters at the beginning was incorporated into the musical discourse, positioning Cowell at 

the edge of experimentation, as early as in 1913. 

 



	 7	

John Cage. Noises or accidental sounds?  

 We have used Cage’s thoughts often in this writing, but what about his music? How his 

concepts are applied on his own art? Cage’s life was devoted to sound, to noise. The respect and 

appreciation from Cage to sound can be traced throughout his entire career, on this modest 

section I will briefly mention some of the stronger connections with the aural event, used in 

some of his pieces.  

It is not by chance that the opening of his book Silence is a transcription of a talk about 

noise (in 1937), under the name The Future of Music: Credo. Many aesthetical statements are 

shared here, and I have already quoted the opening few paragraphs above. On this talk, Cage 

talks about the importance of understanding music as an organization of sound (as Edgard 

Varèse), and the composer as a sound’s organizer (Cage 1961, 3-6).  

Other connection with noise can be seen on the pieces for prepared piano, a celebration of 

the percussive soul of the piano, delivered by the noise produced when interpolating diverse 

elements into the piano’s strings. The best example of this practice is the collection of pieces 

known as Sonatas and Interludes (1946-1948), where the music heard becomes a completely 

different sonic event to what the score shows. 

Percussion and Cage were always close, he considered that music made by percussion is 

the best representative of the art of noise. The almost infinite amount of different timbres created 

by different percussion instruments is what Cage admired the most, this can be seen even on the 

titles of some of his pieces: First Construction (in Metal) (1939) for: Japanese and Balinese 

gongs, Chinese and Turkish cymbals, automobile brake drums, anvils and a water gong, and 

piano (with the assistant applying a metal rod to the strings), a small ensemble of noises. 

 The implementation of electronic mediums in John Cage differs from others in many 

senses. Although he works with noises, they are dressed with a performable feature, like in 

(probably the first) electroacoustic piece Landscape No. 1 (1939). It is not surprising that the 

instrumentation is piano, Chinese cymbal and electronic sounds produced by variable-speed 

phonograph turntables; an orchestra of noises in the hands of Cage (Silverman 2010, 29-30). 

Finally, the implementation of live radios (unpredictable noises) and prerecorded tape was 

another unusual way of using electronic-produced sounds, like he did on Water Walk (1959). 
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Listening to noise, listening to Pauline 

 “She has entered the realm of pure sound. She will resonate forever.” Somebody wrote on 

Pauline Oliveros’ Facebook page three days after her death on November 2016. Her 

unconventional music, writing and practices were focused on active, conscious and meaningful 

listening, as John Cage she admired and respected all sounds, with the difference than Oliveros 

periodically analyzed and described them in detail. She created a large amount of theories, based 

on diverse categories of auditory practices (Maus 2002, 347). This admiration for sound, and the 

commitment of dedicating her life to describe and enjoy them, positioned Oliveros on a unique 

place as a composer and sound artist. Her relationship with sound and noises was present on her 

music but also on her everyday life, as it can be read the article for the magazine Source on the 

late 60’s, here some sentences:  

 

“my mind adheres to the sounds of myself and my environment.” 
 
“As I penetrate the deep drone of the bulldozer with my ear, the mind opens and reveals 
the high pitched whine of my nervous system.”  
 
“a quiet trio played in the manner of Morton Feldman: accented, perfectly-cued car 
drones”, “we decided to read John Cage’s Atlas Eclipticalis from the original score. . . . 
The canyon creatures joined us as we played, and we played until our awareness became 
imbedded in the canyon and summoned a ghostly, floating rain, an apparition of metal 
meeting metal, reflected doubly, triply, endlessly from the canyon, from the mind, from 
the flickering passenger windows, the rumbling ties, OUR EARS FELT LIKE 
CANYONS.” (Oliveros 2009, 103-105) 
 

Oliveros practiced this compromise with sound and noises in diverse musical forms. On 

her catalog we find music for piano, for accordion, vocal pieces, small chamber ensembles, 

music for dancers, for films and plays, for theater, electronic music, improvisations, etc. The 

Sonic Meditations and Deep Listening Pieces are without a doubt some of her most remarkable 

work. From 1970 she began developing the idea of this series of “disciplined practices” (more 

than musical pieces) where most of the time audience and performers interchange roles to 

achieve a sonic experience amongst the whole group (Maus 2002, 346). The fundament of this 

practices relays on the search of intentionally focus our attention to natural and musical sounds:  

“Sonic awareness is a perceptual theory about how we hear and make sounds. . . . For Oliveros 

global attention is nonlinear and registers sensory, imaged and remembered information. Focal 
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attention is occupied with single or sequential and linear material” (Von Guden 1983, 105-106). 

Pieces that correspond to this line of thinking are Meditation on the Points of the Compass 

(1970), Sonic Meditations I-XII (1971), Rose Moon (1976) and El Relocation de los Animales 

(1979), amongst many others.  

Is in the figure of Oliveros where noises are appreciated as they are, including in nature. 

Her practices influenced several musicians as well as helped the evolution of what we know 

today as Sound Art. 

  

Conclusion 

 Music is sound and sound is music, sound is noise and noise is sound, therefore noise is 

music. Whether industrial, environmental, human, musical or natural, humans are bounded by 

noise, and all of them are welcome to participate in the artistic view of sound: music. There has 

been no room on this article for a vast amount of other implementations of noise in music, like 

metal machine music, the free improvisation practices, the Japanese Onkyō movement, 

electronic and electroacoustic music, the incorporation of noise in punk and rock cultures, the 

underground noise scene of big cities, etc. We will conclude then, as Paul Hegarty puts it “noise 

is cultural” (Hegarty 2007, 3). 
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