
You could be forgiven for thinking Lonnie Holley is a fictional character, 

perhaps one dreamed up by Colson Whitehead, the author of The Nickel 

Boys and The Underground Railroad.


His backstory is jaw-dropping. Born in Alabama in 1950, the seventh of 27 

children, he says he was traded for a bottle of whiskey at the age of four; at nine 

he was hit by a car, dragged for a couple of blocks and spent almost three months 

in a coma; at 11 he was incarcerated in the Alabama Industrial School for Negro 

Children, a juvenile correctional facility that was nothing more than a slave 

camp, where the children were sent to do back-breaking work in the cotton fields 

all day and routinely beaten and abused.


Traded for a bottle of whiskey as a 
child, somehow he survived

Lonnie Holley: his manner of speaking is somewhere between a preacher and a poet



The fact Holley is still alive at the age of 73 is astounding. The fact he became a 

renowned artist whose sculptures and paintings have been shown at the 

Smithsonian Institution, the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the White House, 

is even more remarkable.


On top of this, last year he released his seventh album, Oh Me Oh My, a visceral 

and revealing collection of songs about his nightmarish past and his optimism 

and hope for the future, produced by Jacknife Lee (U2, The Killers, R.E.M.) and 

featuring guest appearances from high-profile fans including Justin Vernon (Bon 

Iver), Michael Stipe and Sharon Van Etten.


“Thumbs up to the universe!” Holley exclaims in his trademark greeting, 

speaking from his manager’s home in Atlanta, Georgia.


His left hand is a mass of bangles and rings, which he says protect him when 

using the tools of his trade while making sculptures from found objects and 

detritus. He has greying dreadlocks, a hangdog face and large, soulful eyes. His 

manner of speaking is somewhere between a preacher and a poet, and his 

answers can wander into discursive asides about the human condition as he talks 

about planting seeds, seeking water and becoming like the branches of a tree.


Of one thing he’s sure – his art saved him. And it started from a deeply personal 

and tragic place in his 20s, when he carved gravestones for a niece and nephew 

who died in a house fire.




He went on to obsessively create sculptures from found objects, and in the 

mid-1980s his work eventually caught the attention of Bill Arnett, a keen 

collector and outspoken promoter of the work of African-American artists from 

the US south.


“Other people saw what I was doing as picking up a bunch of junk and putting it 

together,” Holley says. “Bill came along and saw the stories behind it and what I 

was trying to do. He understood.”


Arnett died in 2020.


Visual artist and experimental musician Lonnie Holley: “The way I make music is I simplify”.  DAVID RACCUGLIA



“My dad was fighting for the world to understand and appreciate black art from 

the region we come from,” says Arnett’s son Matt, who manages Holley. “He was 

trying to change museum systems to force this art into those places that had 

never welcomed it before, or had stereotyped it as a second-class thing. I 

watched my dad be a champion for those artists my whole life, and Lonnie was 

one of them.”


For years Matt had been astounded by the music Holley made for himself on 

home-made cassettes, “but I was a child of Tower Records, where there were all 

these categories like rock and folk and soul and jazz, and although I loved 

Lonnie’s music I didn’t know exactly what it was or where it would fit in a record 

store”.


Seven albums later, it seems the answer is that Holley doesn’t fit in anywhere, 

and that’s exactly the appeal of what he does. Critics have drawn comparisons 

with the spoken word/proto-rap of Gil Scott-Heron, the experimental jazz of Sun 

Ra, or the work of so-called outsider artists like Daniel Johnston. But ask Holley 

about his music and he’s direct.


“The way I make music is I simplify,” he says. “I don’t want to dress it up in a suit 

and tie and shiny shoes like a dignitary. I want to celebrate my grandmammy and 

grandpappy and those who lived before, and tell our stories. I want to tell people 

what I’ve learned and what I know. I try to tell it how it is.”


On his latest album Holley really tells it like it is on the central track Mount 

Meigs, a frenetic and powerful song about his time at the Alabama Industrial 



School for Negro Children. Over whirring strings, rattling drums and frazzled 

shards of electric guitar that suggest the early work of Nick Cave and the Bad 

Seeds, he builds his story to a climax with the words: “Nobody taught us 

anything. Got no education. Nobody let us have no wisdom. They beat the 

curiosity out of me! They beat it out of me! They whooped it! They knocked it! 

They banged it! Slammed it! Damned it!”


At the end he softly repeats the words “Picture me being there”. And you can’t 

help but do so.


Despite the bad memories, Holley remains surprisingly positive about his life. “I 

went through trials and tribulations as a child but I grew through it,” he says. “I 

was like a big ball of air thrown out onto the water, and the water pushed and 

rolled and tumbled me. Everything is a test, but you have to realise that you’ve 

been blessed with life and you have to heal yourself. And then, boom! You’re 

blossoming, you’re branching out, like a tree.”


Matt Arnett knows Holley better than anyone. How does he think he has not only 

survived but thrived? “The short answer is I have no f---ing idea,” he says. “He’s 

out there trying to give joy and hope to a world that never gave him any of those 

things. That blows my mind. It hurts me to think of all these people who have 

done all these horrible things to Lonnie, and to so many other people, too.”




Arnett has shared many a hotel room with Holley while on tour, “and almost 

nightly I can hear him having nightmares and calling out the names of ‘Glover’ 

or ‘Holloway’ and other people who mistreated him 60 years ago”.


“The word ‘authentic’ is so overused. But the things Lonnie sings about and the 

things he makes art about are true to his life. And it’s through his art and his 

music that he’s been able to find peace. They’re his salvation.”


Lonnie Holley will appear with Moor Mother and Irreversible 

Entanglements at the Rechabite Hall, Perth, on February 22; Mona Lawns, 

Hobart (24); Utzon Room, Sydney Opera House (26); and Melbourne 

Recital Centre (28).




Review

Lonnie Holley review – America’s

wreckage made into magical art

How many fires did that firehose put out? … Without Skin, 2023. Photograph: © Lonnie
Holley. Image courtesy Edel Assanti.

Camden Art Centre, London

The artist and musician reclaims beauty and meaning

from rubbish, decay and death, using materials from



rusted padlocks to old organ pipes. It’s raw, inspiring

and absolutely joyous

Jonathan Jones

Thu 4 Jul 2024 11.14 EDT

hould you review the art or the artist? With Lonnie Holley it’s hard to tell

them apart, and completely impossible to separate his creativity from the

mystery of being alive. When I arrive at Camden Art Centre to review his

show, I find the artist making a little sculpture from bits and pieces he has found

laying around outside. He starts with a drawing of a woman, then creates her

portrait in copper wire, screwing up the drawing to make her hair, then finally

gives her a “bow” that’s a discarded grape stem. “She heard it on the grapevine”,

he jokes. Transformation, salvation, music – it’s a hypnotic demonstration of his

work.

There’s more magic upstairs in a film of Holley performing his 18-minute

punk-blues anthem I Snuck Off the Slave Ship, over a montage of images of his

present and past. And what an extraordinary past it is. Born in Birmingham,

Alabama, in 1950, Holley learned the value of recycling from his grandmother,

who used to take him to salvage whatever they could from the scrapyard. He

compares his way of making art with the resourcefulness of Martin Luther King

who, in prison in Birmingham, Alabama, for fighting its segregation laws in 1963,

“wrote on toilet paper”.

I don’t spot any toilet paper in the show but I do see a massive dirt-stained

firehose wrapped like a flattened python round a stack of old wooden chairs, a

collection of shooting-range targets, a ladder necklaced with barbed wire.

These monumental works by Holley belong to the great tradition of American

assemblage art that goes back to Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns. What is

it that gives American art such an affinity with garbage? It could simply be that

no other nation has produced so much stuff over the last hundred years to

discard. Artists can burrow into that American treasure trove of waste in endless

recycled riffs. Holley does this but keeps the found stuff extremely raw and makes

you aware of a bitter, violent undertow. How many fires did that firehose see?

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/jonathanjones
https://camdenartcentre.org/whats-on/lonnie-holley?elevation=Featured
https://camdenartcentre.org/whats-on/lonnie-holley?elevation=Featured
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=feB4GoGwn7o
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2022/may/01/lonnie-holley-art-the-growth-of-communication-the-edge-of-what
https://mediation.centrepompidou.fr/education/ressources/ENS-Rauschenberg-EN/ENS-rauschenberg-EN.htm
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/article/magazine-jasper-johns


What future killers trained with those cardboard targets? What memories are

imprisoned in the padlocks that recur in his work?

Makes you aware of a violent undertow … Working in the House, 2020. Photograph: Image
courtesy of the artist and Edel Assanti

Yet Holley also bears witness to joy and survival. His assemblage of wooden,

roughly made organ pipes recalls the churches that helped people resist and

endure. One of the locations where he performs I Snuck Off the Slave Ship on

film is just such a southern church, not much more than a shed with a cross on it,

but a place of community. Across the church-organ sculpture he has painted a

chorus of ghostly faces, like the spirits of those who once sang to these silenced

pipes.

Holley’s own music, an avant garde yet potently emotional distillation of soul,

blues and metal, is essential to understanding his art. It gives song to his

paintings, which are abstract but lyrical galleries of smoky silhouetted faces,

people remembered, summoned in a trance.

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/article/2024/jul/04/lonnie-holley-review-camden-art-centre#img-2
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/oct/05/twenty-six-siblings-and-a-child-labour-camp-how-lonnie-holleys-epic-life-led-to-the-years-best-album


And that’s when dry, rationalist comparisons

with Rauschenberg or whoever give way to pure

pleasure in seeing Holley’s compulsion to

improvise art from America’s wreckage. One

gallery teems with small, complicated

assemblages on plinths that glisten like

jewellery. They are not made of precious

metals, though, but release an unpromised

beauty from rusted metal, conglomerate, floor

tiles, chicken wire, circuit boards, bottles,

ribbons, a light switch, plastic plants, washers,

wood.

History is everywhere in this exhibition, with

detours into the past you don’t always expect.

An installation of old opera gloves – all white except for a single black one –

seems pretty clearly to suggest the balls of the racist old southern elite. But what

about the gas masks on that barbed-wire-wrapped ladder? It’s called Foxhole.

Holley’s grandfather, he tells me, travelled to Europe to fight in the first world

war. But when he was preparing for the show Holley also discovered this building

was bombed in the blitz during the second world war. So the gas masks also hold

a very local London history.

It’s one thing to see art made from someone else’s trash but when you see how

Holley finds the beauty and meaning that’s just lying on your own doorstep it’s

illuminating and humbling. He is a truly inspiring creator improvising new life

out of decay and death.

That doesn’t mean he denies the horrors around us. “I woke up in a fucked-up

America,” declares another of his songs, which laments the building of the wall by

the first Trump administration. As the world fears a second, here is the soul of

another and better America: an art that is a resource of hope, whatever may

come.



Holley teaches me his handshake: you both hold your thumbs high as you clasp

hands. “Thumbs up for mother universe!” says this artist who recycles the wasted

and reclaims the lost.

● Lonnie Holley: All Rendered Truth is at Camden Art Centre, London, from 5

July to 15 September

https://camdenartcentre.org/whats-on/lonnie-holley?elevation=Featured


The Year in Black Art: A Wealth 
of Blockbuster Exhibitions

BY SHANTAY ROBINSON	 December 22, 2023 9:15am


Multiple artworks created by painter Henry Taylor are visible December 1, 2023 at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art in New York City.
ROBERT NICKELSBERG/GETTY IMAGES.

It was a great year in Black art from New York to the San Francisco Bay. In 2023 it was 
featured throughout the country in a wealth of blockbuster exhibitions that garnered 
considerable attention, establishing Black artists as some of the most esteemed in the 
world.


Black art speaks to diverse audiences about the lived experiences of Black artists and 
Black people. It is an ideal way to connect to and understand the conditions under 
which they exist through unadulterated dialogue between artists and audiences.


https://www.artnews.com/author/shantay-robinson/


Fresh off her epic pavilion at the Venice Biennale 2022, Simone Leigh was given a 
retrospective at the Institute of Contemporary Art Boston; it traveled to the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., and will continue to move 
audiences as it travels to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 2024. “Wangechi 
Mutu: Intertwined,” the astounding mid-career retrospective showing the dynamism of 
Mutu’s skills in artistic mediums including painting, sculpture, and video art, debuted at 
the New Museum in New York City and will move to the New Orleans Museum of Art 
early next year. At the Baltimore Museum of Art, “The Culture: Hip Hop and 
Contemporary Art in the 21st Century” celebrated hip-hop’s 50th anniversary with 
almost 90 artists exhibited, including Mark Bradford, Carrie Mae Weems, and Arthur 
Jafa. There were also noteworthy exhibitions of Faith Ringgold, Kehinde Wiley, Charles 
Gaines, Amoako Boafo, Charles White, and Betye Saar.


Unfortunately, not all the exhibitions featuring work by Black artists can be covered in a 
single article. Unlike Leigh and Mutu’s retrospectives, which were surrounded by much 
hype, the artists below had major exhibitions—equally expressive of the Black 
experience—that deserve more notice.


“Lonnie Holley: If You Really Knew” 




Installation view of “Lonnie Holley: If You Really Knew,” Museum of Contemporary Art, North 
Miami, May 10–October 1, 2023
Photo : Museum of Contemporary Art, North Miami.



However, I don't really see it as a maturing. "Mature" implies one is over the hill, 
unable to change or innovate. Rather, in 2023, Miami's art scene has come of age. 
The city's gallery scene has become robust, museums and curators are generating 
challenging and thoughtful exhibitions, and local artists are gaining international 
stature. Miami didn't need a Mona Lisa or Starry Night to become a major art 
world destination — it did it by embracing the new and encouraging artistic 
freedom. The Mona Lisa of tomorrow is being created here, today.


You'll see evidence of that below, as New Times looks back at the ten best art 
exhibitions that adorned museum and gallery walls in Miami in 2023.


Installation view of "If You Really Knew" at the Museum of Contemporary Art, North Miami


"Lonnie Holley: If You Really Knew" at the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, North Miami


Even if Lonnie Holley hadn't bared his soul to me in an extraordinary 
interview earlier this year, this solo show at MOCA would still be one of my 

https://www.artburstmiami.com/visual_arts/lonnie-holleys-transcendent-outside-art-at-moca-north-miami
https://www.artburstmiami.com/visual_arts/lonnie-holleys-transcendent-outside-art-at-moca-north-miami


favorites of the year. "If You Really New" spans the self-taught artist's entire 
career, from his early sandstone carvings made from salvaged industrial slag and 
assemblages of found materials to recent paintings featuring faces in 
silhouette, all commenting on the oft-destructive impacts humankind 
has had on our home planet. Holley also found space to include some of his 
fellow Southern artists, such as Purvis Young and Thornton Dial. The show also 
ran aside the annual South Florida Cultural Consortium exhibition, which 
featured interesting new work from local artists like Francesco Lo Castro and 
Ema Ri.


https://www.miaminewtimes.com/arts/lonnie-holley-gets-his-first-major-museum-exhibition-in-the-south-at-moca-north-miami-16999384
https://www.miaminewtimes.com/arts/lonnie-holley-gets-his-first-major-museum-exhibition-in-the-south-at-moca-north-miami-16999384
https://www.miaminewtimes.com/arts/lonnie-holley-gets-his-first-major-museum-exhibition-in-the-south-at-moca-north-miami-16999384
https://www.mocanomi.org/posts/south-florida-cultural-consortium-sfcc-2023
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Lonnie Holley’s Earthen Monuments Sing in a Survey 
Including Fellow Black Artists from the South

	 	 	 	 

	 	 By Monica Uszerowicz    July 31, 2023 9:00am

Lonnie Holley: If you Really Knew (I), ca. 1980s. 

COURTESY BLUM & POE, LOS ANGELES, NEW YORK, AND TOKYO

In his sculptures, Lonnie Holley utilizes terraneous materials—sand, stone, iron, the detritus 
buried beneath them—but remains steadily inspired by water. In “I Am a Part of the Wonder,” a 
song on his recent album Oh Me Oh My, Holley sings about “the wonders of / a drip of water / 
falling from the sky.” During a conversation before the opening of his Miami survey show “If 
You Really Knew,” Holley described to me visible dew on flowers, the palpable Florida 
humidity. “Every one of these plants is breathing,” he said. “Their roots are acquiring the 
dampness. A drop of water is a living thing.”


It matters that “If You Really Knew” opened in Miami, a city Holley called “one of the 
most moisty places in America.” One of the artist’s chief concerns—pollution of the planet’s 
waters—is tangible in the dampness of the place, a point he reiterated in a public conversation 
with exhibition curator Adeze Wilford: “I’m concerned about the pollution and waste—what’s in 
the rain once the precipitation draws it up, how that rain mixes with other waters,” Holley said. 
Where does waste go when the earth can no longer, as Holley describes, “bite and chew it”?


https://www.artnews.com/t/lonnie-holley/


For Holley, the earth is a woman—he calls her Mother Universe—and he has spent the better 
part of his lifetime collecting and transforming into artworks that which she cannot digest. His 
sculptures of found materials are the heart of this 70-work exhibition, which traces the trajectory 
of Holley’s 40-plus-year career and aims to capture the breadth of his boundless 
multidisciplinary practice. Spray-painted canvases, quilt paintings, steel sculptures, and an 
ongoing screening of I Snuck Off the Slave Ship (a 2018 musical film codirected with Cyrus 
Moussavi) together encapsulate at least part of it. The show also includes an extensive selection 
of pieces by other Black artists from the South that Holley curated himself: Thornton Dial, Mary 
T. Smith, Hawkins Bolden, Joe Minter, and Miami native Purvis Young—all of whose works, 
like Holley’s, were part of the collection of William Arnett, the late collector and founder of 
Souls Grown Deep Foundation who launched Holley’s career in earnest. (The show 
serendipitously opened on what would have been Arnett’s 84th birthday).


Minter’s Queen (1998), an anthropomorphic figure with chains where her crown would be, takes 
on new life standing across from Holley’s In the Cocoon (2021), a wire sculpture shaped like a 
face in profile, a motif repeated throughout his oeuvre. Holley’s figure, like Minter’s, is draped in 
flotsam—nylon, rope, string, pieces of trees—and the assemblage appears to billow behind them. 
It might be hair, or a veil to be cast off. Reflecting on the rubble and household objects 
alchemized in his work and that of the artists shown alongside him, Holley said, “this is material 
revival: we all revived these materials, as if they were Christ himself. We were the humans who 
were concerned about them, who took them out of their deathly place.”


Lonnie Holley: Without Skin, 2020.

COURTESY BLUM & POE, LOS ANGELES, NEW YORK, AND TOKYO



The exhibition begins with Holley’s sandstone sculptures, made in the 1980s (with “stone that 
the builder rejected,” he said, alluding to Psalm 118:22). Holley’s discovery of sandstone marked 
a turning point in his formative days in Jim Crow–era Birmingham, Alabama. After two of his 
sister’s children died in a fire, Holley used sandstone—found among the byproducts of a steel 
foundry he’d explored—to build tombstones for them. These monuments of love were his first 
artworks, and he made more, experimenting with shapes and materials to establish different 
kinds of consistency.


Arranged on shelves that allow for a close look, Holley’s early sculptures range in size from 
around 8 to 24 inches and, with his recurring facial profile motifs or shell-like whorls, resemble 
the stone sculptures of traditions including Mesoamerican statues, royal Egyptian reliquaries, and 
Mesopotamian reliefs. One diptych comprises sandstone slabs, displayed together like plaques 
(Untitled, 1980s). On the right, two figures lovingly embrace and look upon a child, under a 
bright sun with carved swirls that indicate its shine. On the left, a face emerges from a strata of 
small rectangles, a topography of Holley’s imagination.


The sandstones’ contours rhyme with those of Holley’s tall steel sculptures (all Untitled, 2019), 
which are stacked, like totems, with faces again in profile. They are softly curved and seem to 
breathe, and they appear again in his spray paint works and quilt paintings (made with acrylic, 

Lonnie Holley: Drifting Souls (diptych), 2021. 

COURTESY BLUM & POE, LOS ANGELES, NEW YORK, AND TOKYO



oil, spray paint, and gesso on quilt over wood). In The Communicators (Honoring Joe Minter), 
from 2021, the visages are rendered in black and gray, and seem to move, as if Holley has 
animated Minter’s face, abstractly, over time. In Drifting Souls (2021), a diptych of a mirrored 
image, the faces float obliquely toward a pink-blue cosmos, like butterflies. In Back to the 
Spirit (2021), they are overlaid upon each other, swirling like clouds.


These faces might be oneiric representations of the soul, visible shadows of the otherwise 
incorporeal human spirit. Holley speaks often about the violence inflicted upon the planet—
specifically, the way it mirrors the racialized terror of hegemonic powers wreaked on vulnerable 
people, with cruelty born from the same place. But he speaks just as much about his hope for its 
future. Though titles like Which Tear Drop Will End the Violence? (2022) might serve as 
warnings, Holley’s images depict states of transcendence and harmony. They look like heaven, 
but their scenes are set right here, on earth.


Read More About: 


Lonnie Holley










The first brush strokes of a new painting. Studio, Atlanta.



Welcome to Wet Paint in the Wild, the freewheeling—and free!—spinoff of Artnet News Pro’s 
beloved Wet Paint gossip column, where we give art-world insiders a disposable camera to 
chronicle their lives on the circuit. To read the latest Wet Paint column, click here (members 
only).

Among the local legends of Atlanta I continue to worship, there’s a special place in my heart for 
Lonnie Holley. My first encounter with the artist was actually of him as a musician when he 
opened for the band Deerhunter in 2013. Since then, I’ve delighted in finding his evocative and 
often haunting sculptures of found objects at museums around the country. Most recently, he 
opened up UTA Artist Space’s new permanent location in Atlanta with a suite of paintings, and I 
handed him a camera to show me the week from his perspective…

The very early stages of a new painting. In my temporary studio. Atlanta.

https://news.artnet.com/news-pro/israel-englander-settlement-caryl-englander-dominique-levy-2284406


At the Big Ears Festival, where I was the artist in residence. I worked with young artists to make a music video. We 
went to the banks of a creek to film, and I noticed how polluted the creek was, so I started pulling materials out. 

Knoxville, TN.

I had two scheduled performances at Big Ears, one with Mourning [A] BLKstar and one with an all-star band. I had an 
exhibit of my art up during the festival at the University of Tennessee’s downtown gallery, so I did a few pop-up shows 

during the festival, surrounded by my art. Knoxville, TN.



A photo from the second pop-up in the gallery. With Kevin Morby, Lee Bains, and Chris Stelling on guitars, Shahzad 
Ismaily on bass, Dave Eggar on cello, Cochemea on sax, Erin Rae singing back up, and Jim White on drums. 

Knoxville, TN.

Thumbs Up for Mother Universe serigraph I made for a fundraiser with my friend Scott Peek at Standard, Deluxe. 
Waverly, Alabama.



Paintings in my studio. Atlanta.

One of my work tables in the studio. Atlanta.



An old quilt that I am about to paint with newer paintings in the background. Atlanta.

My neck pouch that goes everywhere with me. Whatever I need is in there, especially if I’m at the airport. Cleveland, 
Ohio.



Somewhere between London and Cleveland, I got Covid. Had to miss a show in Cleveland and drive to Knoxville 
because I didn’t want to get on a plane. I was stuck in a hotel in Knoxville for several days before Big Ears started. 

This is the view from my hotel. Knoxville, TN.

At the opening of “The Eyes Were Always on Us” at UTA Artist Space Atlanta, standing in front of my work with 
Stacey Abrams. Atlanta.



At the opening of the exhibition at UTA Artist Space Atlanta talking about my art with Stacey Abrams. Atlanta.

In conversation with Josie Duffy Rice, host of the podcast, “Unreformed: The Story of the Alabama Industrial School 
for Negro Children,” at UTA Artist Space. Atlanta.



The entrance wall and guest book to the show at UTA Artist Space. Atlanta.

With Josie Duffy Rice at UTA Artist Space. Atlanta.



My friend Joe Minter built an incredible art environment in Alabama that he called “The African Village in America.” 
Here is his version of the Birmingham Jail where Dr. King wrote his letter. Birmingham, Alabama.

Joe Minter holding a found plaque of Dr. King. Birmingham, Alabama.



One of the screens for a serigraph print I made with Scott Peek at Standard Deluxe. Waverly, Alabama.

My new album, Oh Me Oh My, signed for a few music fans. Atlanta.



Joe Minter in front of part of his “African Village in America.” Birmingham, Alabama.






Studio Visit

Step Into the Jam-Packed Studio of Lonnie Holley, 
Whose Latest Works Include Ceramics and Musical 
Compositions
The artist and musician, who has current solo shows at Dallas 
Contemporary and Edel Assanti in London, takes us inside his work space.
Sarah Cascone, June 15, 2022

Lonnie Holley in the studio. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Since the beginning of 2022, Lonnie Holley has been preparing for three solo shows: two 
currently on view at Dallas Contemporary and Edel Assanti in London, and one opening next 
month at Blum and Poe in Los Angeles.

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/studio-visit
https://news.artnet.com/about/sarah-cascone-25
http://www.artnet.com/artists/lonnie-sandmann-holley/


Holley also spent several weeks in February in rural England composing a new song cycle, “The 
Edge of What,” for Artangel. Timed to the Edel Assanti opening, Holley staged a one-night 
performance of the music at London’s Stone Nest last month. (Artangel also made a 25-minute 
film of the artist at work at the Orford Ness nature reserve, a former military testing site on the 
Suffolk coast.)

It’s been a busy spring by any measure, but that suits the 72-year-old artist and musician just 
fine. Born in Birmingham, Alabama, as the seventh of 27 children, Holley is self-taught, and 
started out building sculptures in his front yard. He rose to prominence after appearing in a 1996 
show organized by Atlanta’s Souls Grown Deep Foundation, which is dedicated to promoting 
African American artists from the southern United States.

Success in the music world came later; since beginning his professional recording career in 
2006, Holley has played and recorded with the likes of Bon Iver, Deerhunter, the Dirty 
Projectors, Animal Collective, and Alexis Taylor of Hot Chip. To this day, he continues to expand 
his practice, making his first works in ceramics for the Dallas Contemporary show.

In a rare free moment, Holley was kind enough to open up to Artnet News about his Atlanta 
studio and his creative process.

Lonnie Holley performing on Orford Ness in southern England, March 2022 in a still from The Edge of What (2022). 
Photo courtesy of Artangel.

Can you send us a snap of the most indispensable item in your studio and tell us why 
you can’t live without it?

I don’t sit down much when I’m in the studio. But I have a rocking camp chair that I have to have 
with me when I’m working. Because when I sit, I like to sit and think and rock back and forth.

What is a studio task on your agenda this week that you are most looking forward to?

https://www.lonnieholley.com/
https://www.artangel.org.uk/project/the-edge-of-what/
https://www.artangel.org.uk/project/the-edge-of-what/
https://www.artangel.org.uk/
http://www.stonenest.org/
https://www.soulsgrowndeep.org/


I just moved a lot of canvases I’d been painting out of my studio. So, the space is open and I 
can’t wait to get back in there and put up some more canvas and stretched quilts to paint. I like 
walking in when there is room to spread out stuff and be inspired.

Lonnie Holley’s favorite chair in his the studio. Photo courtesy of the artist.

What kind of atmosphere do you prefer when you work? Do you listen to music or 
podcasts, or do you prefer silence? Why?

I work wherever I am. I listen to music sometimes and other times I work in the natural sounds 
around me. I like all kinds of music. Oftentimes I’ll listen to oldies or maybe Bob Dylan’s gospel 
records, or Stevie Wonder. Sometimes I’ll listen to my own music and let it transport me back to 
the feeling I had when I made it. I have a studio, I’ve recently moved to a new one, but I mostly 
work out in the world.

Who are your favorite artists, curators or other thinkers to follow on social media right 
now?



I tend to post a lot of pictures and art on social media, but I’m not great at following people. 
Mostly I follow artists I know or artists I’ve played with.

Lonnie Holley’s studio. Photo courtesy of the artist.

Is there a picture you can send of your current work in progress at the studio?

Here are images of me at work in a studio in Guadalajara, Mexico. I started working with clay for 
the first time in preparation for my exhibition at Dallas Contemporary, which includes framed 
ceramic tiles as well as ceramic objects.

When you feel stuck while preparing for a show, what do you do to get “unstuck”?

I’ve never really made art for a show, exactly. I’m always busy making something. I don’t think 
I’ve ever found myself stuck. Between drawing and painting and putting things together and 
carving stone and making music and taking pictures, there’s usually something to keep me 
occupied if I get stuck in one of those areas.



Lonnie Holley in the studio. Photo courtesy of the artist.

What trait do you most admire in a work of art? What trait do you most despise?

Honestly, if someone took the time and energy to make something, I admire it. Too many times 
people don’t do something, and I suppose that’s what I despise. When someone says they 
didn’t have the time or an idea, I can’t understand that. There’s always time and ideas.



Lonnie Holley’s studio. Photo courtesy of the artist.

What images or objects do you look at while you work? Share your view from behind the 
canvas or your desktop, wherever you spend the most time.

I tend to be too focused on the things I’m making to spend time looking at other stuff. At my old 
studio, I had material all around me that I’d pick up and use in my work, but once I start working, 
I’m pretty focused on the work at hand. The same is true for my music. If I’m in the studio 
making music, I don’t need to hear anything else that might distract me from being creative.






Lonnie Holley’s Life of Perseverance, 
and Art of Transformation 
The Alabama artist and musician has arrived at a career milestone, 
with two exhibitions in the Hamptons and a gallery to map his future. 

The self-taught artist Lonnie Holley at the South Etna Montauk Foundation with his “Untitled Wall Painting,” 2021, and a growing 
collection of scavenged finds worn on his wrists. 
Credit...Kendall Bessent for The New York Times 

By Yinka Elujoba
May 6, 2021 Updated 1:44 p.m. ET

EAST HAMPTON, N.Y. — Lonnie Holley’s life began at an impossible place: 1950, seventh 
among his mother’s 27 children, in Jim Crow-era Birmingham, Ala., the air thick with violent 
racism toward him and everyone he loved. Things got even worse as he grew up. At four years 
old, he said, he was traded for a bottle of whiskey by a nurse who had stolen him away from his 
mother. Later, as the story goes, he was in coma for several months and pronounced brain-dead 
after being hit by a car that dragged him along several blocks. Then he spent time in the 
infamous Alabama Industrial School for Negro Children until his paternal grandmother — he 
refers to her simply as “Momo” — was able to take him away at the age of 14. 



He forged his way out of the miry roads of his origins, becoming a musician and filmmaker, and 
teaching himself to make visual art. Since then, he has come far, far enough to have just 
completed a residency as an artist at the Elaine de Kooning House in this celebrity-filled town 
where he spent two months last winter creating about 100 artworks, many of which have ended 
up in two Hamptons exhibitions. They are being shown simultaneously: “Tangled Up in de 
Kooning’s Fence,” at the newly formed nonprofit South Etna Montauk Foundation in Montauk, 
N.Y. (through Aug. 29), and “Everything That Wasn’t White: Lonnie Holley at the Elaine de 
Kooning House,” at the Parrish Art Museum in Water Mill, N.Y. (through Sept. 6). 

“Gratitude,” he says when he looks back at it all. “I am grateful for the ability to be productive at 
all.” 

But “productive” is a modest way of describing an artist, who, since 1979, has reimagined what is 
possible with castaway or seemingly useless materials and, particularly, garbage. He follows in 
the tradition of artists using salvaged materials to depict the life of Black people in the U.S., like 
the Alabama-born Noah Purifoy (1917-2004), known for his sculptural pieces made from 
charred wreckage after the Watts Riots of 1965. 

Holley’s artistic career was triggered by having to carve out tombstones for his sister’s two 
children after a fire killed them and she couldn’t afford to buy proper markers. He found piles of 
discarded sandstone-like byproducts of metal castings from a foundry near her house. “It was 
like a spiritual awakening,” he said during an interview at the de Kooning House. “I had been 
thrown away as a child, and here I was building something out of unwanted things in memorial 
of my little nephew and niece. I discovered art as service.” 

Holley’s “She Wore Our Chains” (2020), a framed found 
photograph with spray paint, mixed media. 
Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk Foundation

“Making a Sail” (2020), wire, rock, fabric and paint, from 
“Lonnie Holley: Tangled Up in de Kooning’s Fence.” 
Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk Foundation



His relationship with the sandstone grew, and with his earliest sculptures people began to refer 
to him as the Sandman. Eventually he outgrew this mode of working and began to include other 
things, especially tiny bits of fabric, metal springs, shoes, boxes, wood and antique objects, some 
of which he adds to a growing collection worn and carried about on his wrists and around his 
neck. 

“Untitled Wall Painting” (2021), acrylic and spray paint on the wall at South Etna Montauk Foundation. 
Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk Foundation 

He’s perfected mingling these items into unforgettable assemblages, like “She Wore Our 
Chains,” a new work created out of a framed, astonishing photograph from the 19th century of 
an African-American woman that he found in an antique shop in North Carolina and onto which 
he spray painted faces of women in profile. It is included at the South Etna show, alongside a 
rotten stump he found during one of his winter morning walks in the woods behind the de 
Kooning House; the stump became the backbone of some of the striking sculptural works in 
both shows. 

The turning point in Holley’s career came when he met Bill Arnett, a longtime collector and art 
dealer who had been traveling across the South in 1986. He bought one of Holley’s works during 
the meeting in Birmingham — a mesmerizing assemblage alluding to the struggles of Black 
people, made from a mannequin and chains. “Lonnie was so far ahead of the white artists in the 
world you can’t even believe it,” Arnett, who died last year, told The Washington Post in 2017, 
describing his first encounter with Holley’s work. “I’ve been all over the world, and I’ve never 
seen anything like this.” 

Arnett promoted Holley alongside other self-taught Black artists from Alabama, like Joe Minter, 
who created the African Village in America (a continuously evolving art garden he started in the 
’80s containing sculptures from scrap materials); Betty Avery, who used broken items like 
mirrors and glass and tree stumps in her yard as the root for her assemblages; and the 
great Thornton Dial, who used scavenged materials to create art that told the story of Black 
struggles in the South. 



Inside the Elaine de Kooning house in East Hampton, N.Y., is a staff, left, made from found wood, fabric and canvas scraps. Leaning 
on the wall, right, is a painted quilt, Holley’s own way of recycling and honoring tradition.  

Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk Foundation 

“He really helped me elevate my work,” Holley said, “and things became a lot more comfortable. 
Sometimes I wonder how things would have turned out if Bill didn’t show up.” But Holley 
himself is a collector of sorts and over the years his work has gradually become a 
conglomeration of Black culture, experiences, and histories. 

Holley’s relationship to objects or culture from Black communities is nuanced. In his new 
paintings, silhouetted faces are magnificently layered upon quilts, then daubed in dark shiny 
colors. The faces crash into one another to create optical illusions, paying homage to the Black 
quilters of Gee’s Bend in Alabama, whose hand-stitching traditions date back to the mid-19th 
century. He doesn’t relate to the quilts purely as works of modern art (as critics have 
done, comparing them to works by Matisse and other great modernists); rather, Holley sees 
them as originating from a history of need, pain, and necessity. 



“Without Skin” (2020), acrylic and spray paint, quilted fabric stretched over wood panel. His work has gradually become a 
conglomeration of Black culture, experiences and histories. 

Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk Foundation 

With his transformative touch, he moves them from solid geometric shapes into figurations 
embodying the experiences that produced them. “Lonnie’s work shares a common innate artistic 
sensibility and brilliance” with the quilts of Gee’s Bend, said Alicia Longwell, who curated the 
show at the Parrish. “His drawing and painting on the quilt become a homage to the maker and 
his own way of recycling and honoring the tradition.” 

This is also how he sees the spray paint he uses that recalls graffiti in his luminous paintings: “I 
want that when all of these — all of my work — are presented, people can say, oh that Lonnie, he 
took it all, his hands took the spirit, the things they don’t want us to have, and, boom, brought it 
together.” 

He speaks dreamily of the ocean at Montauk where he spent a lot of time by the beach. “That big 
blue,” he said displaying random bits and pieces of shells, wood, and fabric he’d picked up by the 
water because he thought he could use them. “Makes me think of being all by myself, like an 
ancestor that was left behind.” 



 
Collecting scraps and salvage on the beach at Montauk. “I had been thrown away as a child,” he said explaining how he began his art 

building with unwanted things. “I discovered art as service.” Credit...Kendall Bessent for The New York Times 

And although he continues to think of himself like this, as an outsider, his visual art work has 
been collected by some of the most important institutions in the U.S., including 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Smithsonian American Art Museum, and has been 
shown at the White House Rose Garden. “I Snuck Off the Slave Ship,” an 18-minute musical film 
about the artist’s relationship to freedom in America, which he co-directed with Cyrus Moussavi, 
was shown at Sundance in 2019. 

“Lonnie has held a cult status among the art cognoscenti for a long time as a performer and as a 
visual artist, but over the past years he has been crossing over, gaining more recognition in so-
called quote mainstream corridors of the art world,” said Alison Gingeras, an art historian who 
curated the show at South Etna. 

James Fuentes, the Manhattan gallerist who has shown Holley’s work and placed it in museum 
collections since 2013, called him a “modern day shaman.” “You cannot ignore the power of his 
narrative and his connection as a descendant of slavery,” he said, pointing to the recurring 
motifs of slave ships in his sculptures. Fuentes said Holley’s prices have ranged from $5,000 to 
$50,000 — “thus far.” Now, in a sign of the growing receptiveness by the art world, Blum & Poe, 
a gallery in New York, Los Angeles and Tokyo, will represent the artist. 



 
Installation view of “Everything That Wasn’t White: Lonnie Holley at the Elaine de Kooning House,” Parrish Art Museum, Water 

Mill, N.Y. 
Credit...Jenny Gorman 

“Lonnie had expressed a sincere desire to have a larger platform and more visibility for his 
work,” said Tim Blum, the gallery co-founder. “We clearly realized that Lonnie has been 
producing, making, exhibiting and contributing to art for four decades and it fits quite 
beautifully into the gallery’s program.” 

After moving to Atlanta in 2010, Holley began to compose and perform music. His voice, in the 
five albums he has released, is deep and mellow and soothing, making it easy to forget that his 
songwriting — like his art — is extemporaneous. 

“It’s about the brain — same brain that produces the music, produces the visual art. I call it 
‘brainsmithing’,” he said, before going onstage at the Parrish to perform a few songs on the night 
his art exhibition opened. 

“His voice stays in your head,” said Gingeras, who was in the small audience. 

At 71, Holley abounds with energy and ambition. He was flying around the world, performing at 
concerts, before the Covid-19 pandemic put an end to his itinerary. A major show, organized by 
Blum & Poe is slated for next year in Los Angeles. He is restless, relentless; he just keeps going. 
It even seems, sometimes, that he forgets how old he actually is. He said during the interview, “I 
can’t see an old person trying to cross the road and not offer to help.” 
Indeed, in the last scene of “I Snuck Off the Slave Ship,” after visuals of Black people from 
different generations playing, dancing and praying, Holley is shown holding the hand of a much 
older man and helping him out of church. 

Although Holley has had run-ins with the city of Birmingham (its airport authority destroyed his 
art garden in 1997 while expanding its territory, and he received $165,000 as compensation 
after a long legal battle), he shies away from overt political conversations. “I don’t want to talk 
about skin,” he said, when he was asked how he felt being a Black man in the de Kooning house, 
in an area that could be seen to hold a history much different from his. 



“In the Church,” 2020, spray paint on paper. “This is memory,” Holley said of shimmering silhouettes. “Every face in these 
paintings. They’re all the people —especially women —that have supported me.” Credit...Lonnie Holley and South Etna Montauk 

Foundation 

Instead, he got up to observe shadows cast by the immense light pouring in from the glass 
skylights and windows, falling on an assemblage of worn-out shoes and metallic springs. It was 
midday, and his own shadow joined in the mix when he stood up. 

“This is memory,” he said, pointing at canvasses with shimmering silhouettes made from spray 
paint. “Everything is memory. Every face in these paintings. They’re all the people — especially 
women — that have supported me. Look at that big beautiful eye. My grandmother Momo. My 
mother, Mama. Queens.” 

And these faces, lives that have held up his life, despite how it all began, preserved in his work 
on quilts and shining in his canvases, pervade everything, rolling into one another like waves of 
the sea. 
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Lonnie HolleW (right) performing at the DallaQ MuQeum of Art on April 19, 2019. Photo: Dickie Hill.

Lonnie Holley emerged as part of the American art world of the 1980s as a sculptor of
evocative sandstone carvings and elaborate found object assemblage. More recently, Holley has
expanded into sound with his albums Just Before Music (2012), Keeping a Record of
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It (2013), and Mith (2018). Below, on the occasion of a performance at the Dallas Museum of
Art, as part of Soluna 2019, Holley explains the process of research and meditation that
informs all of his creative work. Holley’s art is currently on view as part of “America Will Be”
at the DMA through September 15, 2019, and he continues to tour across the United States,
Europe, Australia, and New Zealand this summer and fall.

MY MAMA HAD TW#NTY-1#V#N CHILDR#N. She couldn’t afford to send me to college. My
grandmama had thirty-seven grandchildren to worry about. I had to self-educate myself, get all
kinds of National Geographics, encyclopedias, or whatever else I could see in a pictorial
manner, because I couldn’t read and write that well. I had to study hard, otherwise I would get
my ass whooped, whether I was in school or not. I had to figure out, when I get home to my
grandmama, what am I going to tell her I learned? But she was a strong enough woman to
understand. She took me in and embraced me: “Baby, I know you’ve been through hell.”

At first, my work—then sculpture—was experienced either in museums or through what
people wrote about it in the media. Now, especially with my music, it’s at a point where I can
put my work online instead of on the radio. That’s great because I can project my message to
the innermost and outermost depths. All my work, in any form, comes down to oneness. The
oneness is important: the oneness goes all the way down to this one universe that we believe in;
this one mothership, our planet Earth, that we live in; this one mother that gave birth to us and
that we should respect; and then that one gray spot that we’re going to after we are dead and
gone. That jar all of ashes, the oneness we can’t break out of, that one. A cup, for example,
could be called trash. But I could do something in that cup, like mold something, or put a lot
of objects in there, and turn them upside down, and seal it. I try to study something before I
toss it, before I throw it away. I’ve done that for years and years and years.

Dr. King said, “Be the best at what you do.” I was worried a lot when I was younger and first
got into art. I worried a lot about criticism, about who actually appreciated my work, whether
churches or industries would even want to take my thinking into consideration. But now, as Dr.
King says, that doesn’t matter, because I have seen my higher purpose. I know that my work’s
been in the Smithsonian, is in the United Nations. I had works in the UN by 1982 that later
went to the thirteen original colonies, sixty-four cities of the United States of America. But I
don’t go around patting myself on the back. If I went around trying to pat myself on the back
all the time for my achievements, I wouldn’t have time to study, to achieve a greater level. As I
climbed for higher power, jealousy, animosity, and hatred would always cut my ladder off at the
bottom.



6/20/2019 Lonnie Holley - Artforum International

https://www.artforum.com/interviews/lonnie-holley-80114?utm_source=Breakfast+with+ARTnews&utm_campaign=06bbb200e7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_06_1… 3/3

A whole lot of stuff is going on in my brain, trying to bring us to that message, like the angel
Gabriel, me blowing the horn, me saying, “Beware” or “Extra! Extra! Look out all about it!” or
“Listen out all about it!” Remember to read all about it: our ozone layer depletion; climate
change; death affecting, to me, all of life. Have we looked at the storm water, the water
hurricanes have left, what damage was created? When the water flushed in, what was in there
that flushed out? We don’t know what some of the roots of the grass have been soaked with.
Something was growing and breeding in them, but we don’t know exactly. For the persons
interested in what I’m talking about, it’s what that one drop of water can do to these little
cracks. Once it falls in these little cracks, that one drop of water is going to sink on and sink
on, deeper and deeper. Now think about a zillion drops of water, dropping in these cracks and
sinking somewhere, over the period of a hurricane, and the hurricane, also, blowing in other
water. I’m concerned about that, because that water has got to go somewhere.

— As told to Grant Johnson

ALL IMAG#1

All rightQ reQerved. artforum.com iQ a regiQtered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY.



'Outsider' artist Lonnie Holley brings his 
one-of-a-kind vision to Elizabeth Leach 
Gallery and Portland Museum of Modern 
Art!! ! ! ! !
!

Lonnie Holley, "The Things of Life (To See or Not To See)," 2013, aquatint, 14 x 34" image, 19.5 x 39" paper. Edition of 30 
(Image courtesy of the Artist and Elizabeth Leach Gallery)

! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! August 20, 2014 

The celebrated "outsider" artist Lonnie Holley, who came of age in Jim Crow-era Alabama and 
currently lives in Atlanta, is an indomitable creative force. Since the late 1970s, he has made 
from scavenged materials at a feverish clip, at one point transforming his property in 
Birmingham into a kind of living sculpture park, where his non-stop production soon took over 
his home and yard.

Once this immersive art environment was discovered by the art world, Holley's work was 
quickly acquired by institutions such as the Smithsonian and the Birmingham Museum of Art, 
abetting the artist's expansion into other media, including painting, drawing, printmaking, and, in 
the last few years, music. But even that most recent exploration into songwriting and 
performance, which has been rapturously supported by the indie rock world, evinces the same 

http://www.lonnieholley.com/
http://www.lonnieholley.com/
http://topics.al.com/tag/Lonnie%20Holley/index.html
http://topics.al.com/tag/Lonnie%20Holley/index.html


spirit that's marked his work all along: an intense, un-ironic need to improvise and experiment 
and a genuine thrill from the discovery of making.

This month, Holley's work is on view at the Elizabeth Leach Gallery and the Portland Museum 
of Modern Art, a promising collaboration between one of the city's most established galleries and 
one of its newest that offers two sides to this fascinating figure.

At the Portland Museum of Modern Art, Holley created a group of new, site-specific sculptures 
for the basement gallery in Mississippi Records, made from discarded materials he gathered in 
the neighborhood as well as a cache of washed-up audio equipment provided by the record 
store's Aaron Heuberger.

While the pieces range from the sensitively composed to the slapdash, this selection of work 
nonetheless highlights the way Holley can incorporate almost any object within his inclusive 
vision of art-making. Most of the pieces favor a maximal aesthetic, such as "Exposing the Ways," 
in which a range of gutted audio gear is affixed to a shipping pallet sitting atop an unlikely 
plinth, a green plastic crate that reads "Recycle America." His sparer compositions fare better, 
such as a wire hanger that juxtaposes a yellowing leaf and a leaf-shaped air-freshener or, in 
another piece, a knotty braid of headphones and their spiraling cords.

Across town, Elizabeth Leach Gallery has mounted a small exhibition of Holley's most recent 
print work, which is considerably tamer than his assemblage work. Still, it's marked by similar 
kinds of jarring combinations. In the most abstract prints, jagged, shard-like shapes sit atop 
subtly textured backgrounds, creating marked tension between the two planes in terms of depth, 
texture, and color.

Even in the more representational work, familiar items — such as a soccer ball trapped in netting 
— become estranged in their new contexts, in this case mingling ideas of goals and victory with 
ambush and capture. That this print, called "Obstacles Before the Goal II," could contain two 
contradictory meanings is testament to Holley's expansive vision, which recognizes and 
celebrates the potential of everything to be transfigured through art.

-- John Motley, Special to The Oregonian

***

Lonnie Holley

Where and when: Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 417 N.W. Ninth Ave., 503-224-0521, 10:30 a.m. to 
5:30 p.m., Tuesdays through Saturdays, through Aug. 30; Portland Museum of Modern Art, 5202 
N. Albina Ave., noon to 7 p.m., daily, through Sept. 26
Admission: Free

http://www.elizabethleach.com/
http://www.elizabethleach.com/
http://www.portlandmuseumofmodernart.com/
http://www.portlandmuseumofmodernart.com/
http://www.portlandmuseumofmodernart.com/
http://www.portlandmuseumofmodernart.com/
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Lonnie Holley, the Insider’s Outsider

By MARK BINELLI JAN. 23, 2014

One night in October, just a couple blocks from Harvard Square, a young crowd
gathered at a music space called the Sinclair to catch a performance by Bill
Callahan, the meticulous indie-rock lyricist who has been playing to bookish
collegiate types since the early ‘90s. Callahan’s opening act, Lonnie Holley, had
been playing to similar audiences for two years. A number of details about Holley
made this fact surprising: He was decades older than just about everyone in the
club and one of the few African-Americans. He says he grew up the seventh of 27
children in Jim Crow-era Alabama, where his schooling stopped around seventh
grade. In his own, possibly unreliable telling, he says the woman who informally
adopted him as an infant eventually traded him to another family for a pint of
whiskey when he was 4. Holley also says he dug graves, picked trash at a drive-in,
drank too much gin, was run over by a car and pronounced brain-dead, picked
cotton, became a father at 15 (Holley now has 15 children), worked as a
short-order cook at Disney World and did time at a notoriously brutal juvenile
facility, the Alabama Industrial School for Negro Children in Mount Meigs.

Then he celebrated his 29th birthday. And shortly after that, for the first time
in his life, Holley began making art: sandstone carvings, initially — Birmingham
remained something of a steel town back then, and its foundries regularly
discarded the stone linings used for industrial molds. Later, he began work on a
wild, metastasizing yard-art environment sprawling over two acres of family
property, with sculptures constructed nearly entirely from salvaged junkyard
detritus like orphaned shoes, plastic flowers, tattered quilts, tires, animal bones,
VCR remotes, wooden ladders, an old tailor’s dummy, a busted Minolta EP 510
copy machine, a pink scooter, oil drums rusted to a leafy autumnal delicateness,
metal pipes, broken headstone fragments, a half-melted television set destroyed in
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a house fire that also took the life of one of Holley’s nieces, a syringe, a white cross.
His work was soon acquired by curators at the Birmingham Museum of Art

and the Smithsonian. Bill Arnett, the foremost collector (and promoter) of
self-taught African-American artists from the Deep South — the man who brought
worldwide attention to Thornton Dial and the quilters of Gee’s Bend, Ala. — cites
his first visit to Holley’s home in 1986 as a moment of epiphany. “He was actually
the catalyst that started me on a much deeper search,” Arnett says, adding bluntly
that “if Lonnie had been living in the East Village 30 years ago and been white,
he’d be famous by now.”

Had Holley’s story climaxed right there, with his discovery and celebration —
however unfairly limited it has been, if you accept Arnett’s view — you would still
be left with an immensely satisfying dramatic arc. But in 2012, at age 62, Holley
made his debut as a recording artist. He had been hoarding crude home recordings
of himself since the mid-'80s, but never gave much thought to anything
approaching a proper release. Then he met Lance Ledbetter, the 37-year-old
founder of Dust-to-Digital, a boutique record label based in Atlanta. Ledbetter,
who started Dust-to-Digital as a way of bringing rare gospel records — pressed
between 1902 and 1960, most them never available before on compact disc — to a
broader audience, had never attempted to record a living artist before he heard
Holley. “I was hearing Krautrock, R.& B., all of these genres hitting each other and
pouring out of this 60-year-old person who had never made a record before,”
Ledbetter recalls. “I couldn’t digest it, it was so intense.”

In terms of genre, Holley’s music is largely unclassifiable: haunting vocals
accompanied by rudimentary keyboard effects, progressing without any traditional
song structure — no choruses, chord changes or consistent melody whatsoever. In
many ways, Holley is the perfect embodiment of Dust-to-Digital’s overriding
aesthetic: a raw voice plucked from a lost world, evoking the visceral authenticity
of a crackling acetate disc. The title of his Dust-to-Digital debut, released in 2012,
could double as its own category description: “Just Before Music.” That album and
its follow-up, “Keeping a Record of It,” released in September and, for my money,
one of the best records of 2013, introduced Holley to a new audience, including
members of hip indie-rock bands like Dirty Projectors and Animal Collective, who
have all played with him.

At the Sinclair, Holley sat in front of a Nord Electro 2 keyboard. The stand
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was lowered close to the stage floor, along with Holley’s stool, forcing him to splay
his knees. In photographs from his younger days, Holley is rangy and handsome,
with an intense, faraway gaze that, in certain shots, possesses a dangerous, slightly
mad edge. (“I think it’s more serious than angry,” Holley says of the look.) Age has
softened his face and added streaks of white to his unkempt goatee. He was
wearing a black beret, glasses and a Harvard T-shirt, his fingers and left forearm
laden with jewelry (upward of six rings per finger, more than a dozen bracelets
armoring his left wrist, the bracelets doubling as protection for when Holley
sculpts with barbed wire and other jagged materials).

“Oh, goodness,” Holley said. “It’s wonderful to be here.” Then he began to
play the keyboard — only the black keys — and spacey, ethereal music filled the
room. The young crowd fell silent and watched, rapt. His voice was hoarse and
occasionally tuneless, and Holley held his palms flat while he played, his long
fingers extended. It looked as if he were fanning a flame or trying to calm a small
dog or a child.

Backstage, only a few minutes before showtime, I learned that each of his
pieces is actually a one-time performance; his words and music, whether in the
studio or on a stage, are entirely improvised. “It’s like a mental flight, as Dr. King
said — I’m taking a mental flight each time I’m up onstage,” Holley told me. I had
to look it up, but he was referring to the speech that the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. delivered to striking sanitation workers in Memphis the day before he was
assassinated, in which King fantasized about taking a “mental flight” to ancient
Egypt, across the Red Sea, “through the wilderness, on toward the promised land.”

I was dubious about Holley’s ability — anyone’s, really — to pull off something
like this in a satisfying manner. But then, as if to directly rebuke my unvoiced
doubts, Holley began the second number by singing, “I was telling a friend of
mine, a few minutes ago, we was talking about centuries and centuries,” and I
realized I was the friend he was singing about. (We had actually just met.) Holley
then proceeded to create, on the spot, a song that distilled everything that’s so
excellent about his music: both its fragile, anachronistic beauty and its unhinged
weirdness. This particular song, which, like all of Holley’s songs (and many of his
conversations, for that matter) is not easy to summarize, included several riffs on
the cruelty of the government shutdown (which we had been discussing
backstage), a joke without a punch line about a pair of cave men named Ugg and
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Lee, whistling, scatting, a couple of Satchmo growls and, ultimately, a devastating
and sincere profession of patriotism, during which Holley sang bits of the Pledge
of Allegiance and then offhandedly improved “America the Beautiful” with a riff on
a verse from the Gospel of Matthew, “So much to be harvested, and the harvesters
are so few.”

After the show, I emailed Bill Callahan, who labors in a lapidary fashion over
his own lyrics, to hear what he thought about Holley’s approach. “All music is
improvised,” Callahan wrote back, “just at different speeds.”

In 1997, Holley’s original art environment was destroyed after the
Birmingham Airport Authority condemned his property as part of a planned
expansion. There had been a protracted legal battle. By that point, Holley’s yard
consisted of thousands of pieces and had taken over roads and wooded areas
abandoned by neighbors forced out by the airport. He received a settlement of
$165,700 and bought new land in Harpersville, a more rural Alabama community
about 35 miles away.

“I was living in hell in Harpersville,” Holley told me. He was raising his five
youngest children on his own, after their mother went to prison on an armed-
robbery charge. Holley was arrested after property stolen by one of his sons from a
local golf course was discovered at his house. A few months earlier, Holley says, he
was shot in the wrist when a neighbor opened fire on his home. He told me that
the feud stemmed from the fact that his property had been seized in a drug raid;
the neighbors were related to the previous owner.

In 2010, he finally moved to the south side of Atlanta, where he now lives in a
walk-up one-bedroom apartment near the federal penitentiary. (The building is
owned by a fan of Holley’s work who is also friends with the Arnett family.) When
I visited Holley, I was initially startled by how thoroughly he seemed to have
recreated his art environment within the confines of his modest new living
quarters, which is to say, his place looked as if it had been taken over by squatters
or maybe a home-decorating show in which the makeover artists are restricted to
using materials scavenged from trash bins. Found objects (DVD cases, egg cartons,
torn bedsheets, yellow police “Do Not Cross” tape) were draped from wires
crisscrossing the room, along with Calderesque wire sculptures of faces made by
Holley. Nestlike piles of junk he picked up on walks along the nearby train tracks
were partly covered by tarps; his workbench was a rough-hewed wooden plank
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balanced on a window sill and a garbage can.
“What I’m doing here, I think Malcolm said it best: by any means necessary,”

Holley said. “We can make art where we have to. Dr. King, if you remember, wrote
a sermon on a piece of toilet paper.” He said he was in the process of securing
studio space, so he could make his apartment more of a conventional home. He
was wearing a long-sleeved Carhartt shirt and paint-spattered cargo pants. All of
his rings and bracelets — copper, silver, black rubber, garishly beaded — were
either homemade or found objects. They added to the shamanistic aura Holley
projects, although the backpack he always carries, in case he comes across any
potential art materials, exuded more of a hobo practicality, as a bag stuffed with
more bags inevitably does. There were also multiple pieces of rope hanging from
the straps of the backpack, “in case I need to tie something off,” Holley explained.

As we left his apartment, he said his friend in the soul-food restaurant
downstairs warned him about crime in the neighborhood. We drove past check-
cashing joints, boarded homes, 1-888-JUNK-CARS signs, a wine-distribution
warehouse surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. Eventually we stopped for coffee,
and Holley described how he learned to repurpose other people’s trash from his
grandmother, who used to sell scrap metal to junkyards. “In the ‘50s and early
‘40s, there wasn’t no garbage trucks, especially out in the country,” he said.
“Everyone took their stuff and dug holes and buried it. That’s where I got pretty
much all of my material. All you had to do was go around the edge of the property
lines, and you mostly found everything that they’d thrown away.”

We were sitting at an outdoor table with a partly filled ashtray. Holley stopped
talking to reach over and pluck out a cigarette butt, examining it as if he had
discovered a rare penny in a handful of change. He asked me for a sheet of paper
from my notebook, then tore apart the butt and affixed its cottony filter to a
wooden coffee stirrer, also liberated from the ashtray. “This is called white oak,” he
said. “It’s what they use to weave baskets and things, because it’s flexible.” He
fashioned a miniature paintbrush and then painted a heart and the word LOVE
using ashes mixed with a few drops of his iced coffee, the solution creating an
appealing speckled-eggshell patina.

Holley’s need to create borders on the compulsive. He sketches faces on
napkins in restaurants, pastes together collages in notebooks while riding from
one show to the next. Photography, his latest medium, allows him to arrange
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found objects wherever he might be and simply document this ephemeral act. “I’m
getting toward a terabyte of material,” he said of the project, his voice a mixture of
pride and concern. “And I’m one man, not a company!”

After the coffee, we drove to an industrial part of town where Arnett, who has
long been Holley’s loudest advocate, stores his collection. The place reminded me
of a cross between the American Folk Art Museum and the warehouse at the end
of “Raiders of the Lost Ark.” Boxes filled with Gee’s Bend quilts were stacked five
high. A central place of honor was set aside for Holley’s sculptures: a gnarled tree
root laid across a pair of beat-up rocking chairs; a plaster column topped with
picture frames, Coke bottles and a hairbrush; golf clubs and baseball bats
protruding from a drain pipe used in a work titled “Protecting Myself the Best I
Can (Weapons by the Door).”

James Fuentes, the Lower East Side gallerist (and former director at Deitch
Projects) who represents Holley, says one of the things that drew him to Holley’s
work was that it was “assemblage sculpture made from a nonironic standpoint.”
Holley’s first attempt at working with sandstone came after two of his sister’s
young children died in a house fire. “We didn’t have no money to get no memorial
stones,” Holley said, “so I decided I was going to cut the sandstone and make them
tombstones.” It was the late 1970s, and Holley had recently moved back to
Alabama after working at Disney World and found his mother living in desperate
poverty. “I got depressed, very depressed,” Holley said. “There were some
burnings on my brain I can’t explain. I didn’t wanna see Mama have to go to
neighbors to ask if they had anything. She had all those children, and no matter
how I was working, whatever I tried to go do, really, I couldn’t make no changes in
her life. The art were the thing that pulled me out from that, the baby tombstones.
I didn’t know what art were.” (To clarify the 27-children count: Holley says that
includes some stillbirths and early deaths.)

Holley loves nothing better than to explain the meaning behind his pieces, all
of which come densely packed with outside references, and in the warehouse, he
began a declamatory phase, his robust Southern accent giving his words a slightly
sung quality. Holley can be very charming and funny — after the tombstone story,
he recalled the time he misunderstood an early curator’s suggestion to try his hand
at busts and wound up carving a bunch of miniature sandstone buses — but then
he’ll speak in long, elliptical blocks of text, shifting between favorite metaphors,
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current events, historical allusions and detailed family history. A question about
how his music and art relate to each other sparked an eight-minute lecture
touching on Frederick Douglass, Nat Turner, a trip to Kentucky, Mary Todd
Lincoln, the types of shoes worn by civil rights marchers and a sculpture he made
called “Above the Shoe.”

“My thing as an artist, I am not doing anything but still ringing that Liberty
Bell, ding, ding, ding, on the shorelines of independence,” he said near the end of
this particular riff, fixing me with an intense gaze. “Isn’t that beautiful? Can you
hear the bell I’m ringing? And will you come running?”

Like the “mental flights” his lyrics take, Holley’s monologues can be
fascinating, but also, without musical accompaniment, exhausting in a way that
will make your head hurt if you try too hard to follow his line of thought. “He’s
totally abstract, and he’s been that way forever,” says Holley’s 31-year-old son,
Kubra. After a few days with Holley, I was reminded of a friend’s story about a visit
to the Georgia folk artist (and Baptist minister) Howard Finster back in the 1990s.
“If you need to go inside and use the bathroom or anything, go ahead,” Finster told
my friend after pausing in the midst of a rambling, impromptu sermon. “I’ll be
doing this whether you’re out here or not.”

How to characterize artists like Holley and Finster has long been a source
of controversy. Many bristle at qualifiers like “folk” or “outsider” — outside what,
exactly? — and yet spending any time with Holley makes you realize there’s a
genuine eccentricity that sets him apart, separate from any differences in class or
geography or general background that might place him “outside” the social sphere
of, say, Art Basel attendees. But the better I got to know Holley, the more I realized
that the reason none of the old categories felt satisfying was that I was ignoring the
one that was most apropos: The kind of artist Lonnie Holley is, first and foremost,
is a performance artist.

This seems especially clear now that he’s releasing music. Holley began
making home recordings after picking up a Casio keyboard in a pawnshop.
Sometimes he sang, other times he just talked while making his work, explaining
the significance of whatever salvaged objects he happened to be weaving into his
vast tapestry. He multitracked the more musical numbers with a dual-cassette
boombox and a karaoke machine. “Sometimes I’d have a video camera set up,
recording my physical actions,” Holley recalled. (It’s a technique he still uses today
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at times.) “I’d be dancing and painting. Sometimes I’d go to a flea market and buy
all these different garments, and I’d change my clothes all day. So I was almost
doing a presentation.”

Holley would occasionally play the audiocassettes for Arnett’s son Matt, who
works with his father and also runs an underground music space in his Atlanta
home. Matt became obsessed with Holley’s recordings, and they impressed any
musician friends he shared them with. But what to do with the music? “I didn’t
even know what to call it,” he says.

He eventually had Holley play a set at his space and made sure Ledbetter was
in the audience. He also took Holley into a recording studio, where they cut the
song that would become what might be my favorite of Holley’s recorded pieces,
“Six Space Shuttles and 144,000 Elephants.” In it, Holley imagines the building of
a sextet of cosmic arks (“the size of the Hindenburg and the Titanic, both put
together”) in honor of Queen Elizabeth’s birthday. The elephants eventually return
to save the earth from environmental degradation. Summarized, this sounds silly,
but the “nonironic standpoint” Fuentes appreciates in Holley’s sculptures works
its magic here too. By the end, when Holley begins softly singing “Happy birthday,
dear queen,” the sudden shift in tone and impossible earnestness of his delivery
flattens me to the ground every time.

On the road, Matt acts as Holley’s tour manager, driving him to gigs in a
rental car, working the merchandise table and writing out nightly set lists to
Holley’s specifications. The “song titles” are merely phrases or ideas that have
popped into Holley’s head, which he’ll improvise around during the performance.
They read like fragments of poems: “I Can’t Hate the Ocean for Bringing You”;
“The Field’s Too Wet — I Ain’t Got No Water for Awhile, for Awhile”; “Where Did
That Leaf Come From?”

Matt Arnett has known Holley since he was a teenager, thanks to the work of
his father. Bill Arnett has played a larger role in the lives of his favored artists than
a typical collector. For years, Arnett has helped support artists, including Holley,
with stipends, in exchange for which he receives right of first refusal on anything
they produce. Critics dismiss the idea of a privileged white collector making deals
with black artists from isolated and often deeply impoverished worlds and possibly
exercising unfair influence over them. It’s an issue that has been explored at length
elsewhere, most pointedly in a 1996 “60 Minutes” segment that featured Bill
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Arnett. “60 Minutes” portrayed his business relationships with his artists as
blatantly exploitative, but the artist in Arnett’s stable who complained on camera,
Bessie Harvey, later rescinded her comments. Holley himself has nothing bad to
say about Arnett after working with him for 30 years. “I didn’t really trust him at
first,” Holley says. “You have to remember, this is a white man, so I’m curious
about who I’m being involved with. But the only thing Bill was doing was setting
my expectations free.”

Nevertheless, the state of Holley’s living space, the obsessive and
all-encompassing nature of his art-making, his scattered manner of speaking, all
raised uncomfortable questions for me about the line between an eccentric
creative person and a more genuinely troubled one. In the world of music,
especially, there’s a way in which the embrace of such artists can feel
condescending. Daniel Johnston, an undeniably talented rock musician who has
spent time in mental institutions and whose oddball, wildly uneven home
recordings were celebrated as quirky fetish objects by the alternative rock scene in
the ‘90s, comes to mind. In Holley’s case, the sheer quantity of his output
guarantees artistic highs and lows, which are unavoidable when a lack of editing is
such an integral part of his creative method. But I would argue that those highs,
particularly when it comes to the music, make the whole package worthwhile, so
accepting the messiness of Holley’s multifarious performance never feels like
giving him a pass.

Holley had a girlfriend in Atlanta for a while, an aspiring musician he was
living with, but that didn’t work out. He spends time with his children, who are all
grown, and will have social dinners with the Arnetts or with Lance Ledbetter and
his wife. But mostly, Holley is a loner, the performative aspect of his personality
creating a distancing effect that keeps him a man apart.

Kubra, the middle of Holley’s five youngest children (or the “13th of the 15,” as
Kubra says), acknowledges that his upbringing was unorthodox. For years, the
Holleys were the last family remaining as their neighborhood was swallowed up by
the airport authority. (Holley was married to the mother of his five youngest
children; she served her prison term in Ohio, where she still lives today. His other
10 children come from four different mothers and did not live with Holley and the
younger children in Alabama.) Kubra and his four full siblings ended up sticking
close together, turning abandoned homes into their own clubhouses. But, Kubra
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says: “I have nothing bad to say about my dad. He always found ways to provide
for us. Sometimes as an adult, you do have some regrets about missing out on the
more typical stuff growing up. That structure. But a lot of our life lessons were
more down to earth. I could teach you about making something out of nothing to
put food on the table. If every computer in the world shut down, I could show you
how to live.”

On my last day in Atlanta, it was unseasonably warm for early November,
and Holley decided to take me and Ledbetter for a walk along the BeltLine, an
in-progress conversion of miles of unused Atlanta train tracks into bicycle and
walking trails. Holley was in high spirits when we picked him up. Some of his
children had just come to visit him from Alabama, and in a few weeks, he would be
touring Europe. “I’m loving Atlanta,” Holley told me. His long-term plans involve
a re-creation of his outdoor studio. “What I want to do is get a few acres here and
start over,” he said.

The particular stretch of the BeltLine we were exploring remained trash-
strewn and overgrown. Holley’s eyes immediately dropped to the ground, in
search of new art materials, and soon he had collected the cracked mouth of a
whiskey bottle, shards of white pottery, the wire portion of a spent bottle rocket. A
young woman, out walking her dog, stopped to take Holley’s picture with her
smartphone. I assumed it was because his voice had been steadily rising, taking on
a preacher’s cadence, and also because he was waving around several feet of thick
cable he had just extracted from a patch of pokeweed, but when Holley began to
tell her about his art, the woman smiled shyly and said, “I know who you are.” She
had seen his work at an exhibit and recently listened to one of his songs at her
office. It made her cry.

Holley invited her to join us and continued to expound on topics of interest
(slave ships, Moses and the burning bush, Boris Karloff’s version of “The
Mummy”). She seemed to soak it all in, saying yes to his best one-liners and
occasionally clutching her hands to her chest, genuinely moved. I looked for hints
of flirtation coming from Holley, but he mostly seemed pleased to have a fresh
audience. Holley often had the air of someone not fully present, but only because
he was picking up signals from elsewhere.

“This performative mode that you’ve spotted, that’s just the way Lonnie is,”
Bill Arnett later told me, dismissing my performance-artist theory. “Performance
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art, that word is from the mainstream. I’ve known Lonnie for 25 years, and he is
emphatically not from the mainstream. So unless you want to call him, what — an
outsider performance artist? — I don’t think it works.”

Maybe not. But there is something about watching him sing or make a
sculpture or tell a story or do all of the above at once that’s markedly different
from looking at one of his pieces in a gallery or listening to his record at home.
Sometimes it’s the simplest gesture. Back on the tracks, Holley’s eyes alit on a
signal post. The metal box had mostly been stripped, and Holley quickly wove
three thick wires through the latch. After bending one down himself, he had me
and Ledbetter do the same. Then he took a step back and explained that what we
had just done was called a collaboration, and that anytime we came back, we
would remember what we did together. “Can’t nobody really shut this door
without tampering with it,” he said, testing it himself. “What we did, we prevented
something from ever being locked again.”

As he reached inside the box and began plucking at its springs, I wondered,
again, how much this was part of the performance: playing the box like a musical
instrument, dropping casual-sounding bits of folk wisdom about locks and doors.
But he appeared fixated on the task at hand. “Lance,” he murmured to Ledbetter,
“you got your recorder?”

George King, an Atlanta filmmaker who has spent the past 18 years shooting
Holley for a planned documentary project, earlier described seeing “boxes and
boxes of cassettes” of recorded music, back when Holley was still living in
Alabama. “I don’t think there was any purpose, necessarily,” King told me. “It
wasn’t like he hoped it would be released or even that he’d listen to it a week later.
He just wanted to document that it happened. A lot of the time, his interest
appears to be in making an object rather than even displaying it. Lonnie is kind of
like a shark that way: to survive he has to keep moving forward, to keep making
things. It’s almost an existential thing. That’s how he experiences the world.”

Ledbetter fired up the voice-memo application on his smartphone and set it
inside the switch box. Holley flicked the springs, which created a throbbing echo.
Then he started to sing along, softly, stretching out the words. “Do you remember
me? Down by the rail rail rail rail rail road?” Nodding his head, pleased, he
whispered to Ledbetter: “O.K. You got that? Good.” And then we kept on walking.

Mark Binelli is a contributing editor at Rolling Stone and Men’s Journal and the author of “Detroit City Is the
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Place to Be.”

Editor: Claire Gutierrez

 

A version of this article appears in print on January 26, 2014, on page MM32 of the Sunday Magazine with

the headline: The Insider’s Outsider.
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Lonnie Holley, in His Alabama Yard-Art Element 
BY MARK BINELLI   JANUARY 25, 2014 8:04 AM 

For 18 years, the Atlanta-based documentary filmmaker George King 
has been shooting Lonnie Holley, an artist and musician that I write 
about in this weekend’s magazine. King has mined the footage to 
make a video for “Looking for All (All Rendered Truth),” a song from 
Holley’s 2012 debut album, “Just Before Music.” If, like me, you’ve 
met Holley only recently, the footage is fascinating to watch, offering 
glimpses of the artist as a young man: showing off his intricate 
sandstone sculptures or wandering amid the scavenged materials — a 
baby doll, a “Dead End” sign, a lawn jockey, a wrecked car, a child’s 
dress — in his Alabama yard-art environment. (There are also shots 
of a bulldozer tearing the place down, after it was condemned by the 
airport authority.) 

“Lonnie is kind of a person without a country: he creates art that’s 
extremely sophisticated but that most people don’t know a thing 
about,” says the art collector and historian Bill Arnett, Holley’s 
longtime friend and patron. “Abstract art didn’t appear in Western 
easel painting, which is still the standard by which everything is 
measured, really until modernism. But black people were making 
abstract art in the the South for hundreds of years. It just wasn’t 
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being recognized as art. Black people understood that to survive, they 
could not let their intentions and skills as artists be seen, so the art 
was done in cemeteries, or like Lonnie’s art it was hidden from view.” 

King figures he probably has seven different films buried within all of 
his footage. He says that Holley, a compulsive documentarian of his 
own work, has come to appreciate his presence. “It occurs to me,” 
King notes, “that I’m just another recording device.” 
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