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Horst Ademeit, John Cage, Arnaud Desjardin (The Everyday Press), Roger Hiorns, Helen 
Mirra, Cornelia Parker, Ana Prada, Kathy Prendergast, Dieter Roth, Trevor Shearer, John Smith 
& Graeme Miller. 
 
This exhibition is conceived in the spirit of John Cage rather than to the letter of his thinking. 
The works here, by artists as diverse as Horst Ademeit, Dieter Roth and Cornelia Parker, are 
not based on the I Ching or chance operations, but the context that Cage’s name and example 
provides is a generous one. It activates an awareness of the coexistence of structure and 
process and generates a special atmosphere of openness. And yet there are puzzles in 
indeterminacy, the term strongly associated with Cage’s thinking, that are worth exploring 
further.  

As soon as it is encountered, the word indeterminacy seems to require qualification, 
adjustment, or perhaps active dissent. We could begin, in a positive spirit, by distinguishing it 
from a state of simple lack of differentiation. For modern artists, indeterminate operations and 
conditions have been useful principally for the way they give life to new forms of 
interpretation, sense-making and order. Even so, indeterminacy, the abstract noun, is still not 
enough; it won't do as a credo or aspiration, however it works to revise, loosen and 
reconfigure aesthetic thinking. John Cage, in conversation with Joan Retallack, voices some of 
these qualifications himself: 
 
JC: And the weather can also be divided, but less efficiently. (Laughs) At the same time it remains the weather no 
matter what is going on, whether there is a storm or not, so that the structural elements in weather don't change 
the way we see weather—I'm referring now to this statement [from 'Lecture on Nothing': 'Structure without life 
is dead, but life without structure is unseen.']. Process, in other words, can be seen as though it were not a 
structure at all, or it can be seen to include structure. 
JR: Process is the richer, less limiting . . . 
JC: If we let it have structure in it, as in fact it does have . . . So I'm not certain, about either structure or process. 
 
Indeterminacy here can be seen as a mode of hesitating to make a choice in Cage’s words 
between structure and process.   
 

Many contemporary artists are still attempting to keep that choice open, whether with 
direct reference to the example of Cage or not. The works assembled in this exhibition at Large 
Glass make use of other modes that Cage employed: notably repetition, transcription, 
imitation and transformation of sources and givens. The contours of a map of Mount Fuji 
reworked by Kathy Prendergast, the institutional banality of a plastic clock (encrusted with 
copper sulphate crystals by Roger Hiorns), or the mould that inadvertently decorates Max 
Ernst’s 1926 portfolio of prints, Histoire Naturelle, appropriated by Arnaud Desjardin’s 
Everyday Press . . . all of these works start with something and move it through a set of 
changes.  
  



The variety of approaches here − including the socially porous, the surreal and the 
frankly curious − chimes with Cage’s own diversity as an artist. He was genuinely open, to the 
significant extent that he would go against his own principles. In 1970 he completed a 
transcription of Erik Satie’s Socrate (originally scored for full orchestra and voices) for two 
pianos, as the basis for a ballet by Merce Cunningham. When this transcription was barred 
from performance by Satie’s publisher, Cage’s solution was to compose a new piece that 
exactly matched the phrase structure of Satie’s music, which he titled Cheap Imitation. Cage 
admitted that it stands ‘in complete contrast to my indeterminate works . . . Well that’s all a 
result of my great love of Satie’.  Though he is best known for his austerity and as a legend of 
art music showmanship, Cage is a contradictory figure who, in works such as this and in 
Apartment House 1776 (based on American hymns), found, in the words of Joan Retallack, 
revelatory ‘new possibilities lying dormant in conventional harmony’.    

 
 The work to which Cage gave the programmatic title Indeterminacy is a set of 
frequently comic stories interrupted by silences, so that each takes a minute to read. At the 
same time Indeterminacy involves the experience of sounds played (out of sight of Cage) by 
musician David Tudor, who chose without prompting which object or instrument to use, and 
when. Laughter, of an uncertain kind, is one of the results. Musicologist David Osmond-
Smith writes that through the 50s, 'Cage found increasing fulfilment in harnessing the 
reverential attention traditional within the concert hall to the task of opening oneself to chance 
events.' More recently the connection between modern music and stand-up has been renewed 
by the comedian Stewart Lee, who has performed Indeterminacy together with the musicians 
Tania Chen and Steve Beresford. Cage's fastidious phrasing and Zen wit is transposed into 
Lee's sober British tones, and the expectation of comedy that Lee's involvement suggested 
gave the moments where it emerged an extra edge of social uncertainty.  
 
 In this exhibition Indeterminacy is made available as a recording from 1959 and a set of 
printed cards. It takes its place in the background − as a work among other works. One 
inclusion within this exhibition strongly resonates with and perhaps against it. Lost Sound 
(1998-2001), a collaboration by local heroes John Smith and Graeme Miller, takes as its subject 
a time-specific technology of recording, now receding from the realm of everyday life. The 
camera shows us street scenes of east London, in which audio tape flutters useless and 
abandoned, caught in trees, or in tangles on pavements. Fragments of music have been 
recovered from the found tape, and made audible as an overlay of the field recordings of the 
place the tape was found. Each street and location is carefully captioned and dated. The 
structure repeats, but also transforms itself. We may at first flatter ourselves that our close 
attention to visual and sonic evidence will lead to a detective's insights, as though we can 
solve some social or historical crime. However, the longer we watch and listen, the less 
confident we can be of what kind of connections it is possible to make between the caption, 
the recovered music, and the visual fragments − weather, grit, vehicles, feet − that stand in for 
‘place’. It's the resistance to simple modes of understanding in this extraordinary work, and 
the form of attention that is called forth in the solitary listener, that so confidently 
demonstrates a continuing current in contemporary art that is anti-imagistic and implicitly 
Cagean. 
 

Ian Hunt, November 2014 
  

	  


