Skids and Spin Offs: The World of Lee Holden
Michael Hampton

“Spin programming, an emergency, screaming orange, a spinning blue flashlight, an accident, an incident.” Lee Holden, “Mundus vult decipi ergo decapiatur” in Wonderful: Visions of the Near Future, BKD special projects [nd].
“In manifesting art as presence, performance art makes present its intentions to divest art from patronage and the market and thereby to release the power of art from the power of invested interest.” Monica Ross, “The Trouble with Performance Art” in Pauline van Mourik Broekman (Ed.), This Will Not Happen Without You, Locus+, 2007. 
Introduction

To suggest that an individual artist generates, possesses or demarcates his own world (leaving aside for a moment Wittgenstein’s famous argument against “private language”), let alone stages as it is an event, is both to bestow a formal degree of cultural prestige and acknowledge that an idiosyncratic practitioner is at work. On the one hand there is a strong sense of opera buffa attached to the formulation, ribald Punch & Judy humour even, as for instance in the “world” of the fez-wearing anti-magician Tommy Cooper, whilst on the other, for example as in the “world” of Edgar Allan Poe, the very idea might appear to be referencing a sinister sealed archive, seen to carry and bequeath darker undertones of estrangement, upset and loss.(1)  Such extreme states can provide a motor for the ongoing development if not of a systematic weltanschauung, then at least a set of iterable artistic postures and procedures, human survival in short, though never without the hovering spectre of systems failure and comical collapse on the uncertain, often makeshift stage of performance art. 
Lee Holden himself would be the first to admit he brings much baggage from the English provinces, not the least of which is a broad, seemingly impermeable Lancastrian accent, that bluntly conveys the raw particularities of place, or to pursue the theme, a microcosmic localised world far removed from the glitzy and hectic pace of the London art scene. Paradoxically though Holden is also an artist of the “East End”, especially in terms of his installation décor that is consistently based on a kind of intrepid scrounger’s skidrow aesthetic which ties in with this. The softer pastures of West London seem quite remote in his output. 
His is not a fine art “practice” either, but an irregular series of staged performative bursts, outbursts even, that literally depend as much on harvesting what can be found in the streets Rauschenberg style (partially incinerated household objects or smashed glass from vandalised telephone boxes, toilet rolls even, being typical) as his current mental fixation. Continually recycling the exhausted, burnt out, jetsam of a society obsessed with the latest novelty packed technology is key, and indeed during conversation with Lee Holden this emphasis on the use of recyclia as central to his practice comes across strongly.

A scene in Will Self's novella The Sweet Smell of Psychosis (2) narrating a late night visit to an opium den/crackhouse gives a flavour of the dystopic, disconcerting ambience which informs Holden’s work and provides his genuine edginess:
It was a warped, early nineteenth century house. At one time it would have been part of the old Limehouse rookery, a teeming tri-dimensional dying space of interconnected alleys, courtyards and tenements; but now it stood alone on the edge of the Docklands Enterprise Zone. 
This palpable sense of decrepitude, of “Les Trois Garcons” (3) stuffed animals rubbing shoulders with hi-tech diners, of six degrees of separation, and of Stephen Hawkins so-called “baby universes” is relevant to the artist's contingent methods, which seem at first glance to trade on the old quasi-religious alchemical dictum “as above so below”, whilst simultaneously struggling hard against the determinism which it inherently implies.
Early Work and Influences
A trip into Holden’s back catalogue reveals that some of his current thematic concerns, i.e. the legacy of childhood, state power, mass media, addictive behaviour and so on have deep roots, while it becomes clear that the artist’s sculptural/technological means have developed too, slowly shedding the traditional paraphernalia of performance art not to mention decanonising the subjective role of the performer himself.
After graduating in 1994 with a Fine Art degree from Cumbria College of Art & Design, he took on a variety of jobs, including a commission to design the inside of a nightclub, a brief spell as a set design assistant in a music theatre project run by the composer Sir Harrison Birtwistle, helping children with learning difficulties in Barrow-in-Furness, and in 1997 internet co-ordinator for the show ”Serious Games” in conjunction with the Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle, then, lastly, an iron casting assistant. If this sounds like an extract from the CV of a Jack-of-all-trades, Holden would be the first to concur with such a definition, and after completing a Fine Art MA in 1999 at Reading University under Stephen Buckley and Marc Camille Chaimowicz, this trend continued, if anything becoming more complex and pressurised as his field of operations shifted decisively to London at the Millennium.
In 2000 he staged “A Hundred Pounds of Clay” which was part of ”Stuffed” a series of events promoted by Gustav Metzger at the now demolished Stuff Gallery in Globe Town, London. The piece’s title, a deliberate act of deception, as the actual fifteen-minute performance had nothing to do with clay, was scarcely memorable for its gravitas either. It did though represent the coming together of both kinetic and scenic elements that would be the basis of Holden’s exploration of the genre during the next few years. Here the adapted welder’s mask and blue jump/frogman suit make their first appearance, as did trademark looped film sequences, while “Tubes, sheet music and books were suspended all around him on a tubular frame, through which he blew air to activate droning loudspeakers and bubbling vials of water”.(4) This home-made hypnotic spectacle had a powerful effect, its props, including a spinning beach ball, goblet and toy UFO adding to the ritualised mystery. The crucial influence of the famous escapologist Harry Houdini over this phase of Holden’s career cannot be underestimated, not only as a legendary death-defying artiste, but also an arch debunker and enemy of rigged séances. Surely Houdini represents the epitome of the performance artist, long before the term became a slightly disreputable, laughable even, cultural currency, his stunts belonging to the heyday of popular stage magic, when the prototypes of many hi-tech Hollywood special effects seen today were first developed.
The theme of mock heroic self-imposed entrapment, or performance art as the staging of physical and emotional challenges, of Brisleyan (5) ordeal, got taken up again in “Unto its Riddle Oedipus” a work which risked collapse into late-Romantic self-dramatisation with its heavy referencing of Poe, and more specifically his story “Eleonora”. Holden was strapped into a 9 foot diameter hanging cage while subjecting the audience to an array of film and video projection, spotlights amplifiers and other equipment. That the artist was trying to develop an ad hoc repertoire of techniques in this piece is clear, but without insulting the onlookers, forced to share in the enactment of Holden’s own malaise, from which un-Houdini like, in the modern world there is no possible escape. In this sense he is already showing signs of withdrawal symptoms from the absurd machismo and egotism of performance art per se, and is well and truly on the road to an anti-aesthetic stance which will determine subsequent interventions such as “We Neither Confirm Nor Deny”.

East and Beyond

Warnings were issued prior to the large-scale installation “We Neither Confirm Nor Deny” at East International, Norwich 2005, in the shape of “Yelp & Wail” (6) and “Spin Programming” (7), two intermediate pieces that introduced the police and also sub-atomic particle physics into the artist’s thematic equation. The work’s title is sometimes abbreviated to “WNCND” by glib politicians for whom it is a favourite fudge, but it ’s appropriation here by Holden signalled that a guessing game has been started up, and that he fully intended to tease the public with regard to meaning. At first glance, faced with the East work, the visitor could have been excused for thinking it had been subjected to an arson attack, a shocking cremated stub, a circular set of ghetto remains besides which a bank of TVs continued to broadcast film footage. This burnt-out shell though was a cunning bit of artifice:

Upon remainder (uchista) the name and the form are founded, upon remainder the world is founded...Being and non-being, both are in the remainder, death vigor.(8)

As such, the thematics of the leftover involves a melancholy acknowledgement that time is moving around us, and in us, a warp sparing nothing or no-one. It is written into the bloodied birth caul as much as the funeral shroud, though in Lee Holden’s world it is more likely to be a computer monitor dumped in the street, or a spent lottery ticket that triggers off such ruminations. The work “We Neither Confirm Nor Deny” despite being used as a performance setting by the artist (9), was in fact a live installation, from which his authorial presence started to vanish. In other words it stands as an important waymark in the emergence of Holden’s full blown audio-visual sculptural style, in which the Vesalian (10) muscle-man is merely implied (or not). Capitalism though is the target of this work fair and square, more especially its modes of ideological transmission, systemic control and maddening non-accountability. Gambling, and particularly TV quiz games, as a shabby addictive form of compensation for the horrible inadequacies of quotidian social life, is an especial bugbear of Holden’s and his sampling and use of popular TV footage seems driven by a strong sense of injustice, a suspicion that the big rip off runs too deep for words, and that it must be re-inscribed over and over again till the message is laid bare and becomes nonsense, every illusion destroyed in the process. 

So as the power of his complex structures has evolved, so the mystique attached to the artist has in turn diminished. Avoiding the celebrity versus commodity axis, Lee Holden wants to disappear, and to do that he has been forced to find a modern idiom robust and accessible enough to the public to let him scotch the accusation he is merely “speaking” the visual equivalent of babble, indulging in a private language.(11) In this sense though his work does test consensual reality. It challenges our normal presuppositions about the make-up of the artwork, and taxes our patience. 

The critical analyst too is faced with a problem in front of Holden’s work, namely that his heuristic modus operandi means that the job of tracking down a conventional art object to scrutinise is replaced by the harder one of making immediate sense of a pile of salvage, apparently disconnected spare parts collected and assembled in kit form in semi-derelict squat spaces or lock-up garages. As such, creative life becomes a pressurised modular event, rather than rooted belonging, with a need to be “good to go” when institutional space is made available for his “flat-pack” installations born in a latter-day Steptoe’s yard.(12) This is a massive achievement in itself, a gruelling physical underpinning of finished work, and usually done on a financial shoestring.

Going both on the evidence of mocked-up visualisations of his Bregenz import, and a visit to see work-in-progress at the artist’s suite of meticulously organised workshop spaces inside the disused Victorian Leyton Technical Institute, he is introducing the planned conceit of an Englishman’s folly to the Austrian public, a Tuscan colonnade made of a restored K6 telephone box under a Hitchcock shower curtain, flanked by ersatz “Cray” (13) server/minders, with a lizard’s tail of stripped-down computers, all supplemented by found film looped on monitors, plus characteristic Orwellian video images: a flickering virtuosic eyecatcher on the metastable lip of formal coherence.  
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(1) Viz ”the realm of chronic agony” as Martina Anagnostou puts it so well in her notes to the performance installation “Unto its Riddle Oedipus”, staged at Central Space, London W14, March 23, 2002.

(2) Will Self, The Sweet Smell of Psychosis, Grove Press, 1999.

(3) French restaurant at 1 Club Row, London, noted for its zany décor.

(4) From a review by Mark Wilsher, previously available at www.freespace.virgin.net/c.bensasson/stuffedreview.html   

(5) Stuart Brisley, English performance artist best known for his transgressive film ‘Arbeit macht frei’, 1972-3. 

(6) Redux gallery, London, 21 August 2004.

(7) Zoo Art Fair, London Zoo, 16-18 October 2004.

(8) Atharva Veda, quoted in Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror Columbia University Press, 1980.

(9) At the preview, an eight-year-old child, blindfolded and dressed in a replica England football shirt, manipulated an      electronic game connected to a bank of TVs.

(10) Andreas Vesalius (1514-1564), an anatomist/physician. His Fabrica of 1543 contains many graphic illustrations of dissected corpses, often in allegorical poses. 

(11) See especially Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, first published in 1953, where it is argued that the idea of private language is incoherent, and that all language is a social phenomenon. 

(12) Steptoe & Son, a popular 1960’s British TV sitcom featuring two rag & bone merchants. 

(13) A brand of supercomputer, its most famous model being the Cray-1 vector computer. 

