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Ellen Mara De Wachter: 
The installation here at the 
Zabludowicz Collection is a sort 
of technological landscape in 
which relationships and actions 
are staged. Landscape and 
the sublime are categories 
typically invoked in relation to 
nature but they can also apply 
to technology. How are you 
incorporating these ideas in 
your work?

Benedict Drew: The Internet 
is sublime in the sense that 
it is a vast seemingly infinite 
space that I don’t understand 
but I am drawn to like a moth 
to a light. Its vastness and 
complexity point to a notion 
of the sublime, but it’s also 
kind of ridiculous as well. The 
Romantics were having visions 
and painting scenes of the 
sublime landscape at the time 
of the Industrial Revolution, 
so this kind of technological 
advancement always involves 
a yearning for an idealised 
version of nature. On the other 
hand, the technology that we 
are all surrounded by today 
and which dominates our lives 
also has a materialism to it. 
So the chips and innards of 
computers contain rare earth 
metals that come from the 
ground; they have a value and 
labour involved; they are mined 
and shipped around the world 
and purified. There’s a notion 
that technology is immaterial, 
but really it just comes from 
the ground. Cloud computing 
is not in the clouds. It’s a 
huge fridge essentially, within 
a landscape, in the ground 
somewhere in America. There is 
a physical aspect to all this stuff 
that is often hidden and hard 
to understand. Chemistry is 
alchemy, essentially. It’s about 
the transformation of one thing 
into another, and comes from 
the mining industry, which is 
still active. The power involved 
with something like rare earth 
metals is huge. China has 
the largest deposits of it, 
so there are definite power 
structures involved. 

Benedict Drew interviewed by 
Ellen Mara De Wachter

EMDW: You often apply an 
imaginative transformation to 
your materials, which consists 
of personifying the audiovisual 
equipment you’re working with, 
lending it figurative qualities 
and imparting it with its own 
sense of desire or intentionality. 
Can you talk about the way 
you have anthropomorphised, 
or perhaps even ‘monsterised’ 
your tools and materials?

BD: There are a few strands 
to this: one of which is the 
idea of a self-running system, 
which is an ongoing interest 
for me, and comes from the 
idea of feedback and also the 
removal of the hand of the 
artist. There’s also the strand 
of positing a response to 
these dominating machines, 
and perhaps a retaliation or 
an attempt to undermine 
them. By animating or 
anthropomorphising them, 
you can poke fun at them. But 
this animation of the object 
also changes the relationship 
between the viewer and 
the work, and creates an 
oscillation between subject and 
object: if an object is looking 
at something, then what 
happens? The other theme 
that has appeared in my work 
is the idea of the Golem, which 
comes from a romantic story 
of creatures that come from 
mines. It’s a kind of mythology, 
which is something I am 
interested in thinking about in 
relation to technologies and the 
kind of landscape we are in; it’s 
part of my response to a hyper-
technological era. Giving voice 
or eyes to something alters the 
relationship we have with it, and 
it’s funny too, which is useful. 

EMDW: This installation is 
performative rather than just 
representational. By this 
I mean that it operates in such 
a way as to make something 
new happen, rather than just 
rehearsing the machines’ 
standard roles. What actions, 
ideas or consequences, in 
particular, have you wanted it 
to perform, bearing in mind that 
for you the outcome remains 
open, which is something 
you’ve already said is important 
to you?

BD: If I’m thinking of feedback, 
for example, I think about how 
else it can work other than just 
as a microphone with a speaker 
next to it; how can it be active. 
There are ways of imagining 
looking which lead you into a 
realm of fiction, and I find that 
trying to alter the status of the 
viewer is an active agent in this. 
I don’t want the work to exclude 
the viewer, but I do want it 
to have its own internal logic. 
There’s a kind of skewed, fuzzy 
logic to it, which enables the 
work to look at itself, which is 
in one way like a safety net. But 
if you approach that, you can 
enter into its own logic 
or system.

EMDW: For your Invites 
show, you have used an old 
multichannel television set 
as the starting point for 
the installation, but it also 
includes state of the art digital 
equipment. This has created a 
particular relationship between 
analogue and digital. What 
effects has this produced in 
the work?

BD: I’m really interested in 
the drive for newness, which 
has to do with this notion of 
the technological sublime. 
Fidelity becomes a kind of 
event horizon; everything 
goes towards thinner, brighter, 
crisper, more real. Redundancy 
becomes accelerated. There’s 
an old argument about 
analogue and digital, which isn’t 
particularly of interest to me: if 
I think about my new computer, 
it has a spinning magnetic disk 
in it, so inside the computer 
there is already an analogue 
device. This endless search for 
fidelity is about desire, really, 
which is at the heart of all 
these issues: the technological 
sublime, accelerated 
redundancy. This desire, a weird 
lust, fuels capital, but it’s a very 
odd thing and we are all in it.

EMDW: The debate is more 
about cultural signifiers than 
mechanics. 

BD: Yes, and that’s what 
I’m interested in with these 
objects. I’m also interested 
in the detritus, and how the 
accelerated redundancy of 
these objects is a kind of 
detritus of capital. Modelling 
analogue effects also brings 
into play a hauntology and 
archetypes. For example, if 
I use my computer to make 
music, I can use a software 
model of an Arp synthesizer 
or a downloaded Roland 808 
kick drum sample, which is 
this kind of perfect sound. Or 
I can use some stock video 
footage. In this work, on the 
soundtrack there’s a scream 
I use, called the ‘Wilhelm’ 
scream, and it has been used 
in film and tv since the 1950s 
again and again and again; it’s 
the archetypal scream. That 
is such an odd notion, and I’m 
really attracted to it. I think we 
have an idealised notion of the 
past, which is sort of empty as 
well, and which reflects where 
we are, perhaps. TV is coming 
to an end in a way; it’s no 
longer as vital as it was. In this 
country, it has lost its goals, 
which is an odd thing for me, 
having grown up with television, 
this big machine in your room 
which you invest a lot of time 
in, and which functions in a very 
complicated way in relation to 
how you use it or what you use 
it for. This is coming to an end; 
I see children using a computer 
in a different way to how they 
used television. The authority 
has been lost somehow, and 
I think this work is pointing to 
that notion of decline, but also 
in a fantastical way. 
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