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Abstract 

Internet video artist Ryan Trecartin creates digital worlds that celebrate online culture even as they poke 

fun at its many peculiarities.  In these worlds, characters show a remarkable level of control over their physical 

appearances and identities, changing skin color, gender and age at will.  Given the level of self-determination 

allotted to these characters, their looks are undeniably transgressive, actively violating normative definitions of 

human beauty.  Little scholarly attention has been devoted to examining the bizarre self-presentation of these 

characters, and they are generally dismissed as simply transgressive.  However, by examining the characters 

from Trecartin’s video I-BE Area  in relation to Mikhail Bakhtin’s definition of the grotesque, we are able to 

recognize that these are “bodies in the act of becoming” which “swallow the world” and “are swallowed by the 

world.”  

Bakhtin proposed that the grotesque uses the limits of the body to “uncrown” and then “renew” culture 

at the “change of epochs.” Through a close examination I-BE Area through a Bakhtinian lens, I will show that 

Trecartin’s characters operate as grotesque bodies, uncrowning the idea of a fixed and knowable self determined 

by bodily assignment and proposing a more fluid method of understanding selfhood made possible by the 

internet.  In doing so, I acknowledge a significant divergence from Bakhtin in the way sexuality and procreation 

operate in I-BE Area.  This divergence is essential to understanding the digital body and its potential, and is the 

hallmark of what I will term the “digital grotesque.” 
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