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Banks Violctte rcturns to the
art world’s fragilc stage aftcr a
decade-long withdrawal with
sharpened intent. His oscilla-
tion between visibility and dis-
appearance, the dark undertow
of his collapsing asscmblages,
and his unflinching reflcction
of American chaos and sccth-
ing individualism render the
work not only urgent but newly

indispensable. i cerview
ALISSA BENNETT
portrait

IRIS DELAFORTRY

ALISSA BENNETT | think it's interesting for the
two of us to address these themes of
technology and surveillanee, because a
lot of the things that we mutually like and
make work about are rooted irreconcil-
ably in the analog. I'm thinking about the
hologram you made for the show you just
had in Antwerp. Can you tell me about it?

BANKS VIOLETTE It's essentially a version of a

Victorian-cra trick called a Pepper’s Ghost, a

very simple illusion made with glass and lights

that produces a dimensional projection. They
were usually used in dramatice productions to
make it appear as it'a ghost were onstage, but
the technique is an adamant, conercetely analog
way of producing a hologrammatic image.

AB  The fascinating thing about the tradition
of parlor tricks is that they were meant
to amusc people, but they were also
mcant to scarce them. These things have
been presented as unexplained phenom-
cna for quite a long time.

BV Oh, forsure, it's the same kind of vo-

cabulary that creeps into table-rapping and

cctoplasmic manifestations and séancces, all
of which arosc out of a particular 19th-centu-
ry anxicty in post-Civil War Amcrica. These
things that were suggested as entertainment
were never quarantined safely in a theatri-

cal context, which is reflective of a kind of

insidious fiction—for lack of a better deserip-

tion—which is the thing that I'm consistently
interested in.

AB  It'simportant to contextualize some-
thing like the Pepper's Ghost historically,
because it was adjacent to a deep psycho-
logical need to address shared trauma.
There is frequently a spike of cultural
interest in the occult after catastrophes
like war or epidemices, and we often see
people wanting to engage in or witness
this kind of matcrial in groups.
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BV Ycah, and I am resolutely atheistic in my

outlook on the world, but I'm endlessly fascinated by

other people’s faith and belict and what that looks

like, I guess, because it is external to my experience.

AB  But belictin God, or the supernatural, or what-
cver it is, may just be a subconscious response
to a loss of control.

BV Right, which is why we cannot look at

somcething like the Salem Witceh Trials without

acknowledging that it occurred in response to the
violencee that was unfolding across these frontier

cnvironments. All of those people had direet, im-

mediate relationships to horrifie acts of violenee,

and the aftermath manifests in this particular
kind of'irrationality.

AB  On the theme of surveillance and technology,
1 felt like we were so ill-suited to this because
ncither of us thinks about technology at all.
On the surface, I don't think it's something
cither of us finds particularly significant to
our work, but I do think we are both invested
in the kind of errant belict systems that tech-
nology can encourage.

BV Orinvested in the response to those systems.

Not the cause, but the cffect. am definitely inter-

ested ininstances of overexposure; | am definitely

interested in what happens when someonce turns
themselves into an interncet personality.

AB  Doyou feel like we have entered a time when
people extract so much pleasure from being
witnessed that surveillance has already kind
of reified itselt? Are we so flattered by anony-
mous attention that we don't have the natural
impulse to protect ourselves anymore?

BV Dcfinitely. Do you remember those half-hour

programs like Cops or World's Dumbese Criminals? |

think they really anticipated that surveillanee would
cventually become a constant feature of contempo-
rary life, and that we would all have to accommodate
it to some degree.

There was an ad a number of years ago for some

company like IBM that was like, *Have you ever sent

an ecmail from the beackh?™ It was presenting the
possibility that you could work on a computer at the
beach as a positive, and all you could do was pas-
sively watch the entire history of organized labor
collapsing in the background, becausce it was like,

“Oh, cool. Now we are going to be expected to work

twenty-four hours a fucking day, even on vacation,

and we're all going to think that'’s good.”

AB  What's it like to step back into the work
after a period of reclusion? Because you are
a passionate scholar of the cultural dropout,
but for a few years, you kind of became once.

I think a lot of that was about the fatigue of
being watched.

BV It's really interesting because [ think I've al-

ways made work that'sbuiltaround ideas of absence.

AB  Butalso about instances of what can unfold
when people erroncously assume they have
privacy, which comes into play when we look
at your dircet commitment to a particularly
Amcrican notion of the word. I'm thinking
about something like the events at Ruby
Ridge or Waco.
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BV You can tracc a line from where 1 am

to Waco. U'm trom an arca of Western New

York called the Burned-Over District, which

had waves of religious revivalism during the

Sceond Great Awakening. Waco's Branch Da-

vidians camc out of that. So much of this carly

dispensationalist thought originated in this
arca. These are particularly American religions
because they're all so intrinsically connected to
our cult of individualism.

AB  Our passion for individualism is maybe
our primary national wound. I think
about Kaczynski, | think about McVeigh,
I think about all of these people that
you've beeninterested in, and 1 won-
der what it means to look back. There's
somcthing that fecls really old-fashioned
about them.

BV | mcan, Kaczynski, sometimes it's like,

“Was he wrong?™ (laughs)

AB  I've found it interesting to watch him
be rewritten over the past few years as a
kind of Amcrican folk hero.

BV There is nothing more Amcerican than

vigilante violence. From Kaczynski sitting in

a cabin obsessively trying to figurce out how

to safcly deliver an explosive deviee, to John

Brown or Joseph Smith, these things are abso-

lutely cornerstones of America.

AB  Kaczynski was able to layer social and
technological coneern on top of that
homicidal drive so that the future can
now consumc it in a different way.

BV It's casy to have this conversation with

you because you are familiar with the subcul-

ture that | had a rclationship with when | was
younger. You arc familiar with bands and the
vegan hardeore seene and stuftf like that. | knew
kids who were attacking commercial dairy
farms; there were FBlagents staking out Earth

Crisis shows because these kids were direeting

acts of cco-terrorism. There was that line be-

tween Kaczynski—as an abstraction, as a mythic
figurc—to the kids that [ was going to shows
with on Sundays, who were being surveilled. The
lines separating thosce things aren't that big.

AB W live in a very different time than
when we were growing up. What do you
think about the way the internct allows
young people to redress history?

BV I mcan, we all essentially have the Li-

brary of Alexandria in our pockets, you know.

You and I come from a time when that didn't

exist, so while we arc still processing that, our

teenage kids don't know any difterent. | don't
mcan to be like an old man yelling at clouds

here, but it's like, “*Okay, cool. You have the Li-

brary of Alexandria in your pocket, and you're

looking up cat vidcos.”

AB  What do you fecel are the most signifi-
cant technological changes that we're
looking at?

BV | think my interpretation of these events

is rcad through my personal experience of

being an addict in recovery. You get people
deeply embedded in technology by suggesting
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to offer to polish it..
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it's actually just a conduit through which you can

experience the world and interact with people, and

then you yank the mask oft later. Its like when drug
deale y, “The first onc’s free,” and before you
know it, it's like, *Cool, welcome to your new hells-
cape with your technocratic, oligarchic overlords.™

We can pretend there's a net-positive to humanity,

but we arc also very transparently not giving a shit

about a net social benefit.

AB  Can you imaginc the chaos that would occur if
we had a countrywide internet outage? It peo-
ple just fucking couldn’t acceess the internet?
Even if a person is not particularly conspira-
cy-minded, we know that our computers are
tracking what we look at, what we buy, what we
might like to buy in the future, who we know,
and where we're traveling. These things are
all very sclf-cvident, but we're still like, “Don't
take the internet away from us! Don't take it!”

BV That's thc amazing part: our response to

having a boot on our neck is to offer to polish it. Any

advances, like an cight-hour workday or a social safe-
ty nct, arc being treated as variables we can do away
with. All you can do is passively watch the entire his-
tory of organized labor collapsing in the background.

AB At the same time, we are witnessing an inered-
ible commodification of nostalgia because
kids arc so obscssed with the '90s. There is a
lot of passion for objccts or idcas that reflect
a pre-internet world, but the only place where
you can really find them is on the internct. Its
strangce to think that cven something that was
mass-manufactured, like a poster or a band
t-shirt, has this reverse-engineered aura.

BV | keep trying to identify what was an experi-

cncee that was distinet for me when | was growing up,

and | think, OA&, / was intereseed in this marginal ser of
things, right? Music, subculture, whatever, and in or-
der to do something with that, you had to claborate
on a broader environment, you had to find a venue,
you had to make a record label, you had to play in
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bands. You basically had to build the entire cco-system
and audicncee yourself. The big  hift 1 cein term of
ocialmediai that the audicnec i alrcady builtin. It
may be owned by a corporation, but you can rationally
anticipate accessing million  of fuck-ing peeple
through virality. W hen we were young, no one was
getting more than  ixty people to come  ce theirband
at the VFW hall,you know?

AB Yeah,buttheinternet pre guppo s an audience.
BV Which § so crazy. Instcad of having to work to
build an audicnee through a specific kind of commu-
nity, it’s just ... there. It's just an issuc of picking the
lock in the right direction.

*The Pylon Lullaby**

Goodnight, failed romances.
Goodnight, times | tried and
fell-the ground was hard, but it
held.

Goodnight, wordsthat spilled into silert8,
silencethatremembered me anyway.
Goodnight, the child | was,

running through gold light and grass.

And that p cfahricatcd audicnce encourages
L
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there# some kind of exteriority. To transgress some-
thing, you've got to pass between different po sition §
AB But this is also onc of the functions of capital-
ism: to find and sccure new  frecam Sof reve-
M. We see it all the time in the at world— we

Goodnight, the pylon-

tallandquiet keeper,

woven bones of metal and memory,
holdingthe skyin place.

Il that brushed myslee"
E%ﬁﬂf&ﬂ s%rﬂgst’ﬂe %Igrsrledmethrough 4

Goodnight, courage unseen,
handsthat built even when they shook.

r
ncutcansgresshyeproposamgidea s
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the internct is particularly adept at, taking
things that uscd to be  fibeultural and defang-
ing them to ‘uit a broaderaudience.

And the be St part is that this mechanism of
absorption, ncutralization, and commodification i
exactly th( Marcuse wa talking about. That’s

Goodnight, breath that returnslike the tide.
Goodnight, heartthat endures its own fire.
Goodnight, Seeker—

theworld can wait.

Y¥epinthelattice of light.

~Goodnight \loon” suicide |u"dbfr.mkturl:h()shltThl i llht\(hlny\'hls
created hvChatGPT. shit hu.mttlnpnhthnrll(mﬂd'rnllt.d

downhill. And, of coursc, there have been instances

of people trying to %op the machine, like “Tam going

to throw my body into the gear 8 or whatever, but none

of it really works. We've got the language to deseribe
theillness,but there i no antibiotic.

AB I thought onc of the things that was really
interesting about what you did in Ant-werp
was that, from the hologram to the burning
sculpturc and Stephen O'Malley’ s
soundtrack, you made and installed a show
that could only be fully experienced in
person. That's really unusual right now; it’ s
becoming increasingly uncommon for us to
register that things actually degrade when
we only experienee them in reproduction.
It’s a significant gesture as we move into a
world where people become indifferent to the
distance between an objeet and its image. Art
is increasingly purchased, viewed, or con
idergd through digital reproductions on
phones or computers. omgtimes I think
people only come into gallerics to take pic-
tures of things on their phonces so they can
post them on the internet.

BV That's such a weird thing, to forget about the
powcerof ephemerality. | like transientevent A like
things that you can’t remember, things that don’t
have a permancent index somewhere.
AB Right. It’s the whole point of your work.
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BV That is everything I carc about,and so much of
all thi  hit that we're di e siag i about this  hift
that’s occurred, where everything becomes eviden-
tiary. Like, *Here' sme experiencing the event, and I'm
photographing that, and there's a document.” It's like,
thi i angnathcma—Iwanted the optimum way to  ce
that show in Antwerp to be the inverse of how a gallery
experiencee  hould beg

AB What do you mean?

BV The best time to sce that show i gon the ¢reet,
at night, when the gallery is clo ¢d.There’s a tramway
acro ¢ from that space, and the hologram run - all
night long, so omcbody coming home from a bar at
two in the morning, waiting for their tram to come, i

s
going to have a better vantage than - gmcebody who's
there ey the normal gallery hour

AB An(l o you arc¢ absolutcly addressing issues of

mcdlatl()n. where the act of watching some-
thing through a window becomes a much more
powerful experienee than it would be without
the phy icalbarsicade. Looking atit ona
computer sereen is like looking the wrong way
through a telescope.
BV And if there’s any up side to thi Srapidly en-
croaching hell ®ape, it's how much more conscious
people are that none of this kit is benign. There is an
algorithm thati s specifically gructured to point you
towards purchasc.The srveillance  sate is not
perpet-ually expanding to keep you safer, but rather to
control you. Thegnask i slowly coming off, and the drug
dealer is now expecting to get paid on time. Like, you had
the first taste for free. That was like when the free AOL CD
tartgd howigg up in the fucking mailbox.
AB Oh my god, the free AOL CDs! Can you explain
this? Because the young people won't know
what we arce talking about. It's actually s o
crazy. BV In thelate'™90 ,AOL launched what was
appar-cntly the most aggre sive dircet-mail campaign in
his-tory, sending millions of these free-trial CDs to
basically cveryone in America. You'd get the dise, putitin
your computer, and then  urprise!—you'd have the
internct. AB And by a certain point, cveryone was
gettinghem two or three times a week. These CDs
were everywhere, but no one was ever like,
very weird that everyone in Amcerica is
reeciving this product we did not request.”We
were just psyched to have unfettered aceess to
chat rooms and Yahoo clubs.

“Itis

BV But only for a few hours, because it wa Sjust a
free trial. From what [ understand, AOL investors were
gambling on what kind of revenue the internet might
gencrate, with the same kind of speculative interest
people are bringing to Al right now. There wasn’teven a
concrete financial benefit to mailing these dise  out;
there was just the po sibility that peo-ple would
habituate and not want to live without it. AB
would then pay $6.99 a month or whatever. BV
Ycah, but the ¢ things were sent out in generic mas
mailjngs. They mailed millions and millions of them
without any regard for the fact that everyone already
had more than they could deal with.
AB It; true, and they were democratically ad-

And

dressed“To: Current Resident” There were
always pile sof CD welcome packages in the
lobby, because eventually everyone already
had an AOL account. The plan worked!






“There is a junkie logic to the way the world
operates; at its core, junkie logic is just pure-

ly predatory capitalism.”

Banks Violette “Wish You
Were Here™ 2026
Site-specific installation
view TICK TACK, Antwerp
Photo: Matgj Dolezel
©Banks Violctte

Courtesy of the artist and
TICK TACK

BV I mcan, how much did it cost to produce and print
millions and millions of thosc things, and then send
them out based on what is basically a bet? And yceah,
that bet obviously paid off in the long term, but this was
the first itcration of, like, *Here, kid. Here, it's for free.
You'll be back.”

AB It was like,*Talk to people across the country! It
will be heartwarming! You can open your home to
the world!™ We are speaking from the tuture now,
and the internet has mostly just turned everyone
into depressive agoraphobes.

BV Ycah,it's crazy. As a rccovering addict, this shit

feels so familiar. There is a junkic logic to the way the

world opcerates; at its core, junkic logic is just purely
predatory capitalism.

AB  So what do you think about when you're making
work now?

BV | fecllike the centrality of it is about finding a

picee of unplowed ground.

AB  That'’s fucking heaven.

BV My interests and preoccupations are the same as

they always have been, but what shifts is how I mancuver

to articulate them when so much has been strip-mined.

AB  Things that remain yours because nobody clse
can know them. The thing we really have as artists
and writers are the ghosts that only we know. And
I think both of us, but cspecially you, have always
been interested in misidentifications or misun-
derstandings or getting very close to aceessing or
undcrstanding somcething, but ultimatcly being
a few degrees wrong, which is also the ditferencee
between the ghost and the body, right?

BV Absolutcly, and | think if you were being honest

about what your job is when you're a person who makes

cultural artifacts, you're in constant communication
with a whole bunch of fucking ghosts. You have no
choice but to constantly talk to dead people or people
who arc absent.

AB  And whenyou're very, very lucky, the ghosts that
you love tap you on your shoulder; ghosts cannot
tap you on the shoulder on the internet. That's the
special thing about being a person on Earth.

BV | mcan, that is onc thing that | found kind of

fascinating when you were talking about the moments

when we see echoces of the 19th-century pathos in
contemporary life, those moments that pop up where
people are suddenly fascinated with vampires or spir-
itualism or all that Madamc Blavatsky bullshit. I don't
know if we've really had a succeesstul update of that.

A Wll, I think the update is that more and more
people are forging artificially intimate relation-
ships with chatbots. That's the new “tell me what
to do.” As a person who goes to psychics, the thing
that I always want is for some kind of ghostly
authority to tell me what to fucking do.

BY | never thought about it that way.

AB  It's the truth. 1t's like not only, “Tcell me who's in
the room with me.” It's, “Tell me how to navigate
the ghosts that arc in this room with me so that 1
can figurc out how to live”
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AB  Did you hear about that depressed man who
was talking to ChatGPT about his obscssion
with the book that you and 1 both hated as
children, Goodnighe Moon? So this poor man
was obscssed with that book, and he was
addicted to discussing it with his chatbot, and
then very slowly and over the course of many
months, the chatbot started to reorient the
story as a sort of clegy to suicide. As though
it was actually a book that said Goodnight
World—like the true message of the book was
that it gave readers permission to dic. So, this
guy would say things like *Oh, this book is a
sacred childhood memory, and my life is such
a pile of' shit now.” The chatbot knew this guy
wanted to Control-Alt-Delete himscelf oft the
planct, and it eventually took all the words
from Goodnight Moon, and turnced it into a
song about suicide.

BV It has been my contention sinee | was a small

child that this is cxactly what's going on in that book:

“I'm saying goodbyec to cverything.” Like, the next

logical step is saying goodbyc to the world. Goodbyce

fucking thing in the sky. You're saying goodbyc to
lifte—cmbrace the void. That poor fucking rabbit, it's

just the grimmest fucking thing.

AB Do you think that young pcople are more cyni-
cal or more responsible than we are, or both?
BV ldon't think the terms really even mean the
samc things anymore. My understanding of cynicism
is different gencerationally from theirs. Language is
starting to fall apart, like the way you were talking
about transgression; that's deseribing a mechanical
kind of operation that docsn't have any kind of value
in the landscape.
AB  Wclove you, young people. (laughs)
BV Ycah, you're the best. Don't kill us. A






