
What I Hear in Morton Feldman's Why Patterns? and For John Cage

Many of Morton Feldman's works are constructed so that the listener has the 
impression that he or she is hearing the major structures at work in the piece. Or, my 
impression is that, as I listen, I hear many of the things that are happening musically. 
Feldman's music lends itself to formalization, and while this may be true of many musical 
works, the way that Feldman's compositions do this is very distinctive. Although we might 
speak of his "ear," the way his works are constructed is much more a matter of his attention 
to our ears. Both Why Patterns? (1978) and For John Cage (1982) are written for very small 
ensembles: flute (doubling on alto flute and bass flute), glockenspiel, and piano in Why 
Patterns?; violin and piano in For John Cage. Both employ very limited sets of musical 
material. The same pitch or series of pitches are repeated over and over. Feldman spaces 
things in time, sometimes spreading things out, sometimes lining things up, sometimes 
pushing things closer together. Speeding things up and slowing them down, starting and 
stopping, abrupt or seamless shifts from one section to another, changing relations between 
instruments, all of these are foregrounded by Feldman or, more strictly, given the context I 
have chosen, by the performers. One hears patterns, but the interplay between patterns is very 
fluid. It is as though Feldman foregrounds the transience of music, the temporality of music 
by repeating, multiplying, and mixing patterns. The patterns themselves are not always easy 
to translate into conventional musical relationships, but one hears them nonetheless.
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