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EXHIBITION REVIEW

Angelica Mesiti:  
Citizens Band and 
Prepared Piano for 
Movers (Haussmann)
Curated by John Zeppetelli, Musée d’Art  
Contemporain de Montréal, June 19–September 7, 
2014 

Reviewed by Michael DiRisio

Australia-based Angelica Mesiti’s first solo exhi-
bition in North America, Citizens Band and Pre-
pared Piano for Movers (Haussmann), considered 

the often overlooked class politics that exist within even the 
most banal moments of everyday life. Mesiti has demon-
strated a sustained interest in mining the everyday to ad-
dress the often unseen political dimensions of contemporary 
society, and the two works here continued this investigation. 
Both were videos that centered on music and musical in-
struments, but to say that they took the instruments as the 
subject would be misleading. The works looked beyond the 
instruments to their contexts and communities, to the people 
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Exhibition Review

playing them or the public walking by, to those listening or simply 
going on with their day.

Prepared Piano for Movers (Haussmann) (2012) opened the ex-
hibition with a pointed exploration of class politics and working life. 
In the video, two movers carry a baby-grand piano up several flights 

Figure 1
Angelica Mesiti, Prepared 
Piano for Movers 
(Haussmann) (2012), still 
from single-channel high-
definition video, color, 
stereo sound, 5: 32. 
Photo: courtesy of the 
artist, Anna Schwartz 
Gallery, and the Musée 
d’Art Contemporain de 
Montréal.
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of stairs, past ornate railings and ostentatious wallpaper that sug-
gests that the residents of the apartment are wealthy; a suggestion 
reinforced by the title’s reference to the nineteenth-century architect 
Georges-Eugène Haussmann who orchestrated the rebuilding of 
the center of Paris, an area now in high demand. The movers enter 
the main floor through a large hallway, their bodies straining under 
the weight of the piano, with straps wrapped under the piano and 
over their shoulders. They are visibly tense and proceed cautiously, 
but without stopping. Movers are typically paid by the job, not the 
hour, so it is costly to work too slowly. The piano is heavy and there is 
not much keeping it from crashing down to the first floor; the movers 
are certainly aware of this, but their concentration appears to be on 
transferring weight from one step to another.

The video ends without the movers reaching their destination. 
Rather, it restarts with them back on the first floor. The video loop 
thus keeps them pushing on and up without relief, a testament to the 
continual trudging on of daily labor. Through this Sisyphean trope, 

Figure 2
Angelica Mesiti, Citizens 
Band (2012), stills from 
four-channel high-definition 
video installation, color, 
sound, 21: 25. 
Photos: courtesy of the 
artist, Anna Schwartz 
Gallery, and the Musée 
d’Art Contemporain de 
Montréal.
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Mesiti appears to represent broader issues in culture, although much 
of the dialogue around the work focused instead on the more nar-
row, and certainly more conservative, claim that Prepared Piano for 
Movers (Haussmann) celebrated working life. I do not agree with the 
museum’s claim that the “work highlights the grace and invention 
of everyday working life” (Musée d’Art Contemporain de Montréal 
2014). While I concur that the workers are presented in a way that 
recognizes their efforts and dignity, I would argue that they are clear-
ly in a compromised position in contrast to those living on the other 
side of the ornate wallpaper. Given the load they bear, the strength of 
the movers is obvious, though I would consider it more due to per-
severance or resilience than grace. Beyond the task of moving the 
piano, the work alludes to a labor movement that seems to take one 
step forward, one step back. Gains made following the Haymarket 
Massacre in 1886, for instance, such as the institution of an eight-
hour workday, are lost in the Great Depression. Progress with the 
New Deal is undone with the rise of neoliberalism, the financial crisis 
of 2008, and corresponding austerity measures.

The second major theme of Prepared Piano for Movers (Hauss-
mann) could be heard in the chimes and dings produced by the 
piano as it shifted and jostled in the journey up the stairwell; spo-
radic sounds that intentionally referred to the avant-garde music and 
sound pieces of John Cage. Invoking Cage’s “prepared” piano, for 
which he attached objects to the strings, Mesiti had adjusted the 
instrument similarly so that the piano made improvised noises when 
it was rocked and jostled by the movers. These dissonant sounds in-
terrupted the movers’ otherwise banal activity. In contrast to Cage’s 
work, however, this did not result in a jarring disruption, but rather 
created a more meditative, reflective experience. I sat on the gallery 
floor and watched as the video repeated, staying longer than I had 
expected.

In an adjacent room, four short videos played in succession on 
separate screens, each depicting an individual making music in pub-
lic places. Citizen’s Band (2012) first showed a woman in a bathing 
suit slapping and moving her hands through the water of a public 
pool to create a complex rhythm that ebbed and flowed as she add-
ed layers of beats. I became lost in the pattern and found it difficult 
to correlate which hand motion corresponded to the sounds. This 
intricate percussive arrangement revealed an extensive amount of 
knowledge of the traditional technique of water drumming practiced 
by women in the performer’s homeland of Cameroon.

Subsequent videos included an individual from Algeria singing in 
a crowded subway car with a broken keyboard (with most of the 
passengers paying little attention), a man from Mongolia on a side-
walk playing a small fiddle while throat singing, and a Sudanese taxi 
driver sitting in his parked cab whistling an intricate melody. While 
the didactic material recognized the significant technical proficiency 
of the musicians, it unfortunately included a vague reference to the 
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individuals being in exile and yet maintaining a connection to their 
culture, a statement that seemed to disregard the harsh realities 
of dispossession. After the fourth musician finished, all four pieces 
of music were played together, with the darkened screens gradu-
ally illuminated by abstract sweeping forms of color, a meditative 
fifth and final act that gave me time to consider these individuals’ 
working lives, the brutal political systems that divided citizens from 
non- citizens, the common socioeconomic conditions of the dis-
possessed, and the increasing enclosure of the public spaces that 
these people performed within. With laws regulating and restricting 
busking, the public performance of some of the these individuals 
was most certainly illegal (or at least in a legislative gray area), and 
this regulation of activity in public space seemed to exist as an ex-
tension of the enclosure of common lands that set the ground for 
the advent of capitalism. These realities pervaded the work, despite 
the exhibition’s depoliticizing discourse, and the museum missed an 
opportunity to expand upon the works’ nuanced considerations of 
the current state of the global political economy.

Mesiti’s work serves as a reminder that, like the Sudanese taxi 
driver whistling between clients (a small gesture that seemed to pro-
vide solace and interrupt the monotony of the driver’s daily labor), it 
is important to acknowledge and live with history, to feel it in one’s 
body, to hear it, to keep it present. I do not consider this exhibition 
to represent the grace of everyday working life, but to offer a sober 
reflection upon a contested past and the movement toward an un-
known future.
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