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Reviews

Exhibitions
Johanna Billing: Each Moment 
Presents What Happens
Hollybush Gardens, London, 24 March to 6 May 

On an August day in 1952 the composer John Cage,  
then a teacher at Black Mountain College in North 
Carolina, curated a performance in the school’s  
dining hall. During the allotted time, Cage, Robert 
Rauschenberg, Merce Cunningham, Charles Olson  
and others danced, recited poetry from ladders, hung 
abstract paintings, played with a phonograph and 
generally engaged in a free space of creative activity 
that openly traded in chance interactions and sponta-
neity. The performers surrounded an audience of 
‘maybe 35 or 50 people’, according to MC Richards,  
who read poems on the day. No documentation exists, 
the work subsequently passing on into the realms  
of memory or oblivion. Was it a collaboration or  
a conflagration? I guess you had to be there.

The composer Lou Harrison, who was there, 
described it as ‘quite boring’. ‘Oh, I certainly didn’t get 
the impression it was a historic event,’ Richards said 
later. In a 1965 interview, Cage himself said: ‘I don’t 
recall anything else except a ritual with a co�ee cup.’ 
And yet Untitled Event (Theatre Piece no.1) has attained 
near-mythical status in the history of modern art and 
accrued a wide-ranging cultural significance. It is now 
considered the first multimedia artwork, has influenced 
pretty much all Conceptual Art since, and is held up as 
an object of rapture or ridicule depending on which side 
of an educational debate you stand.

Johanna Billing’s film Each Moment Presents What 
Happens, 2021, reimagines Cage’s work with the help  
of students from Bristol Grammar School. Over the 
film’s 27-minute runtime, the ambient everyday 
rhythms of the school – moving between playgrounds, 
science labs, classrooms, a dining hall, a performing 
arts centre – play host to free acts of creation, interpre-
tation, recitation and collaboration. A camera mounted 
on a looped rail moves around in a circle while students 
walk into the middle of it carrying various objects, 
reading from Cage’s Lecture on Nothing, singing, danc-
ing ballet. Records play and are scratched. A young 
pianist plays Chilly Gonzales songs with burgeoning 
virtuosity. Later, a group of students jam everything 
from eye-droppers to a cat’s skull between the piano’s 
strings and discuss how this e�ects the sound. Abstract 
paintings are hoisted high on a rack. Out above the 
playground, two hot air balloons hang perfectly still  
in the sky. Then, unlike Cage’s piece, Billing’s film 
seamlessly loops and happens again and again.

Dip into the gallery and watch for a few minutes  
and you would be forgiven for echoing Harrison on 

Cage’s original in finding it ‘quite boring’. If you give 
the film your full attention for two or even three runs 
through, you’ll have to concede that it’s anything but. 
Since we can’t shout up to Charles Olson reading poems 
on his ladder in 1952 and ask him what the hell he’s 
talking about, let’s briefly interrogate what Billing 
achieves in her interpolation of Untitled Event, and 
unpick the reasons why her film is (and, let’s be clear,  
it absolutely is) such a powerful, emotionally resonant 
and beautiful work of art.

Part of it is nostalgia, of course. Watching allows  
you to dwell in an ambient childhood state of lower 
stakes and higher, freer potentials. We all miss our  
own youth, but the tone of Billing’s film swerves this 
simple rosy tint by allowing for moments of discord  
and awkwardness – quick cuts and crowded audio –  
and also, yes, banality and anxiety. Meaning-making 
can be as menial as it is unmoored.

There are also, typically for Billing, political under-
currents, poignant in their contrast to the children’s 
innocent endeavour. Harsh jump-cuts of historic 
buildings, crests of Oxford colleges, portraits of 
redoubtable former teachers/benefactors and, of  
course, the new, ridiculously well-equipped arts  
centre (Billing’s film was commissioned to celebrate  
its opening) remind us that this is a fee-paying selective 
school, inaccessible to all but the most privileged of UK 
kids, with a history rooted in the mercantile classes of 
Bristol and their slave-trade wealth. A far cry from the 
liberal arts college ideals of Black Mountain (though 
Billing also avoids straight nostalgia for a di�erent 
educational era – I challenge any viewer to conclude 
that they would prefer the adult pretentions of that 
1952 dining room).

When they come, and if you’re attuned to them,  
there is no overstating how revelatory the film’s best 
moments can feel: when the piano player stumbles into 
a particularly melodic line; when a young girl struggles 
and eventually masters a part of Cage’s lecture (‘re … re 
… damn it … recapitulation’); when the jumble of voices 
and noises gives way to three kids in dialogue with  
one another reaching frankly astonishing insights into 
Cage (‘yeah, but, like, because silence doesn’t consist of 
anything the only thing we can do is decide how long it 
lasts’); those hot air balloons, impossibly still and high. 
As with her 2007 film and album This Is How We Walk 

Johanna Billing, Each Moment Presents What Happens, 2021, video
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the window of Cash Converters, defunct electronics  
are banal, but in a prestigious gallery they gain an 
exotic allure. High up to the right of BUGS, the hide  
of a musk ox is pinned to a wall. With long strands  
of wool hanging down the middle its outline resembles 
the map of the US. Slightly le� of centre on the hide  
is a worn, white enamelled medicine cabinet. Is this  
a portrait of an ailing country, a Rorschach test that 
reveals the uses and abuses of native species, or some-
thing else that I haven’t seen but you might? 

The third room contains just one sculpture. From  
the ground up: a pair of white round tables, stacked  
so their stems line up to form a column of furniture,  
a stumpy domestic version of Constantin Brâncuși’s 
1918 Endless Column, perhaps. Crowning the tower of 
tables, an empty gallon-sized milk jug lies on its side, 
with a window cut into it and a string of red LED lights 
bunched up inside. The complementary green glow of a 
fire exit sign hanging near the sculpture makes the eyes 
work harder and the imagination follows suit. When  
I overheard someone utter the word ‘fountain’ near the 
work, I saw in the plastic jug a tribute to the infamous 
urinal that Marcel Duchamp presented at the Society  
of Independent Artists’ Salon in 1917. The container was 
even turned on its side like Duchamp’s readymade, but 
the sculpture also resembles a formal tiered fountain,  
its central white stem like a spurt of water pooling into 
the tabletops and saucer-like feet. It is a collection of 
utilitarian objects that have a past life, whose useful-
ness has been converted into other kinds of value: 
aesthetic, monetary or cultural.

We are seldom encouraged to play in the gallery 
space. Here, the combination of familiarity and spare-
ness in Smith’s sculptures incites the imagination.  
The less the work dictates, the more we can pay it back 
with flights of fancy. But the imagination is neither  
a reliable nor a benevolent faculty and we empower  
it at our own peril. It can see things that aren’t there: 
an insect, a map, a fountain. It can take a pebble for  
a good Samaritan or a neighbour for an enemy.

Ellen Mara De Wachter is a writer based in London.

Practise Till We Meet 
esea contemporary, Manchester 
18 February to 28 May 

For those familiar with thematic curatorial trends in 
the UK since the 1990s, the prospect of another exhibi-
tion dealing with the subject of diaspora is unlikely to 
elicit much excitement. What can be said about experi-
ences of displacement or migration, in books, projects, 
films and symposia, that hasn’t been said before? While 
it’s largely true that the discourse of diaspora, its 
imaginary and formal representations, do seem to have 
settled into a set of conventional interpretations and 
predictable aesthetic outcomes, it is also true that these 
conditions usually relate to the specific geographical 
regions of Africa, the Caribbean, South Asia and, to  
a lesser extent, locations in the Middle East. There is, 
however, an entire territory of the majority world from 
where concerns are seldom seen or heard: East and 
Southeast Asia (now identified under the acronym 
ESEA). With ‘Practise Till We Meet’, a group exhibition 
of artists from locations across that geographic spread, 
esea contemporary (the institution formerly known as 
the Centre for Chinese Contemporary Art or CFCCA) 
attempts to track the diasporic road less travelled. 

on the Moon, which adapted the falteringly beautiful 
cello of Arthur Russell’s song as a soundtrack for young 
sailors learning the ropes (literally) on the choppy 
waters of the Firth of Forth, Billing assembles and 
deconstructs existing elements to induce a state of 
pedagogical wonder, collaboration and possibility.

Adam Heardman is a poet and writer based in London. 

Michael E Smith 
Henry Moore Institute, Leeds, 24 March to 18 June 

A work of art is o�en presented along with ‘meaning’. 
Handed out on a sheet of A4 paper, shared in a conver-
sation, or clung to when uncertainty threatens to 
overwhelm a carefully arranged hermeneutics, such 
meaning may help people understand a particular 
perspective, but it can also limit what we get from art. 
A monoculture of interpretation does little to nourish 
the capacity to be touched, moved or inspired to create 
our own meanings in the art we encounter. 

At the Henry Moore Institute, the US artist Michael 
E Smith is showing seven sculptures and a looped video 
of a dog in a kennel. Since he began exhibiting interna-
tionally around a decade ago, a sense of mystery has 
dri�ed around the artist and his work. At HMI, I was 
supplied with a few nuggets of information: Smith does 
not ‘do press’, nor does he make site visits ahead of 
exhibitions; he creates work in ‘immediate response’  
to the exhibition rooms and takes, at most, five days  
to install a show; he studied art history ‘via pictures 
not words’, and all interpretations of his work are valid. 

Across the HMI’s suite of three exhibition rooms, 
Smith has turned o� the lamps and le� the shutters 
ajar, casting the first space into a murky half-light.  
A TV lies prone on the floor, with a beaked-shaped 
pebble nuzzling its corner. An old blue velvet armchair 
faces the scene. Its cushions are absent and a stu�ed-
duck diorama is attached to its back. A pair of basket-
balls hover near the bottom of a narrow staircase, as 
though arrested in flight. Sculptures and situations 
function as projection screens for us to throw nostalgia, 
memories and associations at them. In these aleatory 
combinations, what you get is what you see. For me:  
a disconsolate faceplanted TV, a blueish winged grand-
parent, a comical architectural phallus. 

In the next room – tall and square with skylights at 
both ends – two black boxes hang either side of a long 
sliver of light that bisects a broad window cover. The 
only work that is not ‘untitled’, BUGS, 2023, comprises 
a DVD player and a VCR, which mirror each other like 
a pair of hard-shelled eyes. On a rubbish heap or in  

Michael E Smith, Untitled, 2023


