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Peter Suchin

“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule.”  Walter Benjamin
 (1)

It is perhaps merely coincidental that the superficial structure of Lee Holden’s Hoax! evokes that of Dante’s Hell, a series of concentric circles into which one enters with some measure of trepidation. The comparison may seem somewhat strained but, beyond the corresponding floor-plan one might also note the strong sense of self-containment generated by Hoax!, the feeling that one has entered into a sphere in which the contingent features stake out their own acutely idiosyncratic terrain, an arena that both corresponds to, and simultaneously deviates from a more commonplace locale. Once through the curtained portal separating Hoax! from the gallery in which it resides the viewer is confronted by the geometry and general atmospherics of a rather intense and multifaceted domain, a curiously illuminated chamber marked out with various strata of objects and effects. A group of monitors, together with a trio of suspended screens throw out fast-shifting pictures of people, places, and indefinite forms, whilst one’s progress through the space is left relatively open by the loop of the piece’s single pathway, which allows movement in either direction around the central structure.
(2) This has as its core, floating behind the veil of a mundane shower curtain, a large, luminous rectilinear object that turns out to be the remains of a disembodied telephone booth, glowing green in the eerie half-light of this mysterious theatre to which you have willingly consigned yourself.
(3)

In parallel with the pathway run several channels – a line of modified, stripped-down domestic computers, a trench packed with electrical cable, another stuffed with abandoned packaging, and a curved, mirrored border into which are inset numerous alarm bells.  Flanking the telephone kiosk are two symmetrically positioned columns formed of metal and red plastic to which one’s attention is drawn by the intermittently flickering lights inside them, triggered, as an astute observer might notice, by the visitor’s own presence in the space. Much of the broader interior is comprised of disassembled computer hardware and related bric-a-brac, and in fact the entire display mirrors that of a historic moment in the development of artificial intelligence, that of the Cray-1 supercomputer, a phenomenal achievement in its day (1970s-80s), a machine far-reaching in both its internal processing capabilities and in its external appearance.
(4) The latter recalls that of ancient monoliths or, at another extreme, the aesthetically aligned segments of late-Modernist sculpture, a connotation heightened by the “cool” plastic and metallic modules of which the Cray-1 was constructed. In Holden’s installation the sleek wings of the supercomputer have been replaced by amalgams of reconfigured rubbish, items once abandoned or smashed having been rescued and rearranged by the artist, in part out of economic necessity but also so as to point to the constantly-induced transience (of objects, fashions and styles) that is today so much a normal - and normalising - part of global consumer culture.

But if it is pertinent to read Hoax! as alluding to the two moments or poles of electronic machine processing (the specialist and elitist Cray-1 and the popular home computer), another field of referential material is here also emphatically evoked: that of television game shows and, by extension, the whole glut of technologies and exchanges that is the mass media, especially in its wired-up incarnations of radio, television, cinema and pop music. There is something too of the laboratory of the “mad scientist” or the control room of an imaginary future spaceship in all this, the architecture of the piece allowing for a complex overlaying of themes without finally being reducible to any one single moment, meaning or event.

To be inside Hoax!, then, is to have stepped into a mocked-up game show set, the glitter and gloss of the TV studio having been replaced by the results of Holden’s marked ability to transform waste materials into convincingly evocative spaces whose function is to satirise the already absurd culture of spectacular TV presentations, a “culture” advocating vicious competition and self-promotion, a repugnant winner-takes-all model of behaviour that is anything but democratic. The flashing lights and alarm bells, the plethora of talking heads babbling out their creed of success at all costs, the accumulated cables, packaging and litter - all these elements combine to emphasise how contemporary Capitalism (arguably the central motif of this work) keeps its subjects in check, an operation enacted through an immensely powerful, electronic yet undeniably sensuous field of forces, a sort of giant processing machine, highly reliant upon computer technology and specialist, strictly controlled flows of information. The game show and supercomputer “brain” are apt metaphors for international Capitalism’s logic of indoctrination and control. The TV shows’ supposed status as light entertainment is outweighed by its actual ideological function: officially-sanctioned play within Capitalism always carries a didactic charge; whilst the supercomputer may be thought of as paradigmatic of modern technologies of command and control, as well as of the immense processing power required to run highly invasive systems of behaviour modification. 

The various personal computers employed within Hoax! may imply individual empowerment, yet it would be a mistake to think that the widespread diffusion of this technology ultimately restructures established power relations. On the contrary, these everyday tools have their own part to play within the international prison-house of consumption and constraint; they are, after all, the workstations of bureaucrats who busy themselves manipulating other people, as well as means by which citizens police themselves through participation in the fads and fashions of Internet-related leisure activities, “leisure” being the official form of “escape” from the humdrum niceties of everyday life. 

Thus Holden takes us right inside the mechanism of power, doing this in a manner both perceptive and comic. At the centre of this nexus of relations, as already mentioned, is that curious container and miniature transmitting station, the British telephone box. Although the curtains surrounding the box remain closed, the viewer is drawn, at least metaphorically, to this glowing green parallelpiped so strangely displayed in the heart of the machine. The box has as its point of departure the tomb Sir John Soane designed for his wife in 1816.
 (5) Sir Giles Gilbert Scott borrowed several features from it when he was asked to produce a prototype public “phone box” in the mid-1920s, notably the distinctive arched roof. The “Jubilee” version of the box (1936), as used by Holden, is a refinement of the original design, referring back to Soane’s innovative construction, and forward, as it were, to Modernist expressions of a restrained but purposeful aesthetic conception. 

The allusive possibilities here are considerable. Not only is the kiosk a sign of an at least potentially universal means of communication, its form simultaneously recalls that of the military sentry box, and, not forgetting Soane’s express purpose, a tomb. As a brightly painted (conventionally red) rectangular frame intended for use by a single person at a time there is also the suggestion of privacy in communication, something that has substantially diminished with the general acceptance of the mobile ‘phone.
(6) Having been widely distributed throughout the world as a result of the expansion of the British Empire, the telephone box also registers the imprint of invasion and colonization wherever it is seen.  Whilst the box is in one sense out of date, semi-defunct, it is nonetheless readable as a cipher of an earlier, apparently friendlier world. There is something markedly nostalgic about it, the feeling of technology being placed at the service of the public, and, for the British traveler abroad, an inkling of connection with home. 

In Hoax! the box remains at the centre of operations but it has been considerably transformed. Its interior components have been removed and, importantly, the most prominent indications of Britishness  (the monogram above the door, together with the distinctive red coloration) no longer grace its surface. What we have here is a ghost of a box, a green-glowing spectral form looking as if it has been raised from the bottom of the ocean, the fact that it is hanging slightly askance adding to the ambivalence of its meaning within the framework of Holden’s multilayered and powerfully evocative tableau. 

____________________________________________

(1) Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, Fontana, 1979. p.259.

(2) Whilst the monitors carry processed footage showing candidates on TV game shows extolling the “virtues” of winning at all costs, the hanging screens present extensively edited material from a wide range of terrestrial TV programmes and advertisements, including snippets from news broadcasts, title sequences from popular series, and extracts from films. These treated fragments are accompanied by a complex, frenzied soundtrack of sirens, alarms and explosions, punctuating and reorienting the images’ intended meanings. Holden has drawn upon a number of critical commentators’ analyses of the media when assembling this material, notably Giorgio Agamben, Noam Chomsky, and Peter Watkins, especially Watkins’ critique of what he has termed the “monoform”, a classic example being the comprehensive range of image manipulation tactics employed by the American film industry.

(3) Holden’s deployment of a range of lurid but also deliberately filtered or restrained colours within Hoax! recalls Edgar Allan Poe’s description of the suite of rooms in which the main action of his tale “The Masque of the Red Death” takes place. The story is included in Poe’s Selected Writings, Penguin, 1980.

(4) On Seymour Cray and his supercomputer see Jim Schefter, “Supercomputer”, Popular Science, No. 6, June 1979.

(5) The tomb, in which Soane himself was eventually buried alongside his wife, stands in St. Pancras Churchyard, London. Gavin Stamp, in his Telephone Boxes (Chatto & Windus, 1989) suggests (pp. 9-10) that the influence of Soane upon Scott may have been unconscious but that Scott was certainly aware of Soane’s work. In utilising the ‘phone box Holden is also alluding to a famous stunt enacted by the stage magician Harry Houdini in the years leading up to his death in 1926, known as the “Chinese Water Torture Cell” trick, during which Houdini was suspended upside down in a transparent cabinet filled with water, a container close in form to that of a telephone kiosk.

(6) The telephone box’s normal coloration within the UK is the bright red initially associated with the British Post Office, under whose jurisdiction the kiosk was produced. As Stamp (see note 5) remarks, “Painted a bright red, the K6 became a ubiquitous beacon, a symbol of the promise of the Post Office to provide efficient communication …The red colour was important…easy to spot and giving an authoritative and official character” (pp. 15-16).
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