


followed the success and visual identity of The Matrix, a distinct 
techno dystopic Y2K aesthetic. That has long been the language 
I have aspired to translate, while I am also physically existing 
in a very rural and naturally rich environment. Furthermore, 
half my family is Cornish and half my family is Irish, so there is 
a lot of Celtic symbolism throughout my work. My dad makes 
sculptural assemblages of found and fabricated materials, and 
my younger sister is a biologist who works with protected sites 
and agriculture. There are diverse influences that feed into the 
outcome of my work. You’re right – it all ties back to the region, 
but I was also influenced by the early technological and gaming 
aesthetics of this millennium. 

JG: There is an other-worldliness to the influences you are 
describing. Do you feel that your practice is a form of escapism 
for you?

MEM: Yeah – I think that comes from growing up in a working-
class family. I also like how I’m talking about it now in a very 
romantic way, but particularly as you get a bit older you can feel 
trapped by being from a tiny town on the edge of Cornwall and 
having limited opportunities and access. I have had to work very 
hard to live or work outside the region. I think, because of this, 
I’ve always sought out a level of escapism to imagine a better 
place for myself. I lived in London for a few years and then came 
back to the south-west, and I’ve learned to appreciate it so 
much and to really get lost in the other-worldliness of this actual 
real-world place. 

I also find that there is a power in reclaiming fantasy, in 
storytelling and in world-building. I see the escapism more as 
giving myself power over systems that I cannot control, which 
allows me to critique them in a way that I likely couldn’t do 
otherwise. I build worlds in which I can unpick the philosophical 
landscapes surrounding military, industrial and technological 
power structures, all of which I get to control.

JG: I’d love to hear more about your decision-making process 
when building interactive digital worlds, and the tools and 
gameplay you employ. 

MEM: I play a lot of open-world games, in which you can 
engage in a quest through endless exploration. I have been so 
affected by these games. I sobbed playing Death Stranding – 
like, 3 o’clock in the morning, silently crying, fully immersed in 
the narrative of the game. It’s a 2019 video game in which you 
navigate the USA in the aftermath of a cataclysmic end-of-the-
world event. That game changed me, and now I’m like – can I do 
that? Can I bring in these concepts and critiques that I feel 
are important and need to be shared through my own custom 
open-world game? It’s an ongoing exploration for me, and I keep 
playing and trying new tools and ways of engagement, but I 
know that open-world games are the best format for the work I 
want to make and the stories I want to tell. The investment that 
is required to unlock layers of subtlety, if done well, leaves a 
lasting impact. 

Julia Greenway: Up to now, your work has largely been digitally 
executed and exhibited online. Yet this installation really takes on 
the physical nature of an end-of-the-world outpost. Why is this 
setting important for this work? 

Molly Erin McCarthy:  
I wanted the exhibition space to feel as if one was being transported 
to a hybrid environment – one that’s a combination of a military 
apocalypse bunker and a spiritual shrine. For the show, I’ve made an 
installation, sculptural pieces, and a new interactive game-engine 
work. What I set out to create is the sublime but eerie elements of 
the landscape I grew up in. I feel like the outcome is quite bleak and 
dystopian, but my intention was that there would be an inspired 
conclusion. The installation consists of all the elements of a coastal 
shelter but, as viewers engage with the work and play the game, 
they will make discoveries and a narrative will gradually unfold. 

JG: It feels like you have really set a stage for your more intricate 
and interactive works. Is this one of the first times you’ve realised a 
comprehensive installation? 

MEM: This is my first solo presentation of my work, and it’s the 
most physical presentation I’ve ever conceived. Because I work 
digitally, the exhibition outcomes of my work have predominantly 
also been digital or experienced on a screen in a dark room with 
some beanbags. With the Invites exhibition, I was able to push the 
boundaries of the digital world into the physical space, allowing 
viewers’ experience of the work to become more immersive, and 
lending to the story a narrative that carries the work. I set out to 
make viewers feel a bit confused, so they would become curious 
and want to peel back the layers hidden throughout. My practice 
is becoming more and more mysterious – almost spiritual, similar 
to the experiences I had as a kid growing up in Cornwall, running 
around the woods and making up stories about fairies.
 
JG: How does this mysticism come through in your exhibition’s 
physicality? Moreover, how did you approach expanding your digital 
work, and why does a physical, sculptural installation feel like an 
important next step?

MEM: I constantly transition between the digital and the physical in 
my practice. I was really influenced in my adolescence when home 
game consoles and PCs were just becoming commonplace. I was 
spending half my time in the beautiful landscapes of Cornwall and 
then half my time in digital worlds. That was all new for me: cohesive 
world-building games that had all these different styles and levels 
of engagement and interaction. The transition between a regional 
landscape and a digital one is very much the foundation of my 
practice.

JG: There is a visual language that intersects punk influence and the 
natural world throughout your work. I feel that the aesthetic outcome 
wouldn’t be what it is if you didn’t live in the south-west of England: 
is that fair to say?

MEM: Well, I’ve always been into, for lack of a better word, ‘goth-
shit’. I’ve been into online and gaming aesthetics such as Metalheart 
and Depthcore  – a very specific genre of popular illustration that 
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JG: Can you describe the game that’s in the show?

MEM: Yes. The work is a series of tasks within underground 
bunkers that are all references to reimagined landmarks 
and places in Cornwall and Plymouth. The game has a first-
person perspective, and the player moves from room to room, 
interacting with artefacts. It’s essentially a walking simulator 
game where you can freely explore. It takes from RPGs [role-
playing games] like NieR:Automata and The Elder Scrolls, games 
where you navigate a 3D virtual environment that contains an 
overarching narrative. With RPGs, there are all these fragments 
of other worlds, often in the form of riddles or symbols, that 
need to be collected to shape the game’s narrative. This is 
a method of conceptual storytelling that I know well. It’s a 
perfect vessel to fill up with references from my virtual life and 
my Cornwall life to look at more intently. I feel like this game 
has allowed me to address the larger connected ideas around 
institutional power that I have been trying to intersect in my 
work for some time. This is what excites me about games as an 
artistic medium: you can build and navigate a rich world with 
or without an objective. It’s there, but the individual player can 
decide how much they want to engage with it. 

JG: It seems important for you that viewers of your work have 
tasks – puzzles to solve and discoveries to make. How do you 
want an invested viewer to walk away from their experience of 
your work?

MEM: My ambition is that they leave feeling transported. It’s 
my intention for the work to provide a temporary moment of 
escapism, but I also hope that the viewer walks away feeling 
like they’ve seen a version of Cornwall that they have not 
necessarily seen before. Maybe that’s part of where this work 
comes from: I want people to know that there’s more going on 
out here in ‘the sticks’ than they might think. It’s almost like 
an origin story or a love letter to the mysticism of the region. 
Ultimately, I want the viewer to be curious and enveloped by the 
narrative of my version of Cornwall. It sounds quite selfish when 
I say it like that, but hopefully, viewers will reflect on what they 
have seen along the way.

tarosvan, 2022. Digital collage. Courtesy the artist. 
 
Artist’s presentation: Sunday 5 February from 3pm.  
McCarthy gives a Twitch streamed tour of her interactive work.  
Please check website for further details. 
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