
 

 



Dancing With Yourself 
(Towards an Introverted Sublime) 

 

Glen shows me a video on Instagram of a drunk Russian man trying to pass through a 
full-length mirror, a dozen eggs dangling from his left hand.  He is perpetually blocked by 
his own reflection: a surly stranger, dressed as he is dressed, fighting him at every turn.  
He mistakes the hardness of the mirror for the stranger’s chest, as his dismayed face 
tries to peer around itself. In the background, a young guy with a grocery basket draped 
over his forearm films the happening with his cell phone held vertically, mirroring the 
proportions of the mirror.  The cameraman’s face is stone sober, his gaze fixed on the 
footage importing to his screen, as if this document had a purpose other than instigating 
laughter on social media. Instead, the severity of the cameraman’s concentration implies 
he is trying to capture a sociological study of man struggling to pass through his own 
image so he might continue to negotiate a fictive grocery store cooler aisle. 

It is as if his reflection -- the image of himself -- is the only thing that solidly blocks him 
from shedding physical reality.  Without his physical body, he and the eggs might pass 
through.  The camera remains locked on him to remind us of this folly, this attempt to 
defeat oneself -- this attempt to pass through to the world of pure image.  The camera 
and the mirror box the man in, two wavering vertical screens deflecting sets of selves. 

There is a nagging notion in the lower parts of my consciousness that it is not just the 
alcohol that is confusing this man, but the way in which the spaces of the world have 
become quite confusing, as we become peripherally accustomed to a mirrored reality of 
surveillance and projected imagery.  The alcohol has merely abolished his caution and 
doubt as he attempts to negotiate an illusion that seems as common and present as the 
hunger that sent him to the supermarket. 

The screens that dangle before us sever us from a traditional and linear understanding 
of perspective. We have begun to prefer images of things instead of things, paving way 
for an evolutionary leap into a surrogate experience, where seeing things will substitute 
for doing them. Fed up with the constant spectre of the screen, we yearn to pass the 
threshold of the image.  Once the screen crumbles, it is no longer a window viewing ‘out 
there’; it is no longer an example of otherness.  Linear narrative breaks from a history of 
accumulation, instead replaced by a revolving door of experiential possibility.   

This perceptual game is a strong wind, the emergence of way out weather.  I’ve noticed 
its tendency to liquefy my concentration into fractured blots. I move about amongst 
mediums trying to explain myself. Technology alone cannot explain what consciousness 
reaches for. I look for precedence to explain what I can only intuit.  There is no map for 
this route, only the visceral adrenaline of anticipation. 

The distant pages of books, open on my table, flutter and carry resonant sound.  Is there 
some secret solace within them? I can barely parse passages from Borges and Kafka 
before I stumble upon another coded confessional that gets a little closer.  One hundred 
years ago, Hugo Ball writes in his journal: 

 At a closer examination things dissolve into phantasms.  The whole 
 arrangement seems to be a disastrous discharge of optical illusions, with 
 conscious error and calm lies maintaining a kind of sense and consistency, a 



 perspective.  What is commonly called reality is, to be exact, a puffed-up 
 nothing.  The hand that tries to grasp disintegrates into atoms; the eye that 
 wants to see dissolves into dust.  How could the heart assert itself if it lets 
 facts have any meaning?  Anyone inclined to insist on facts would soon have 
 to learn that he has collected less than nothing, only shadows of nothing, and
 defilement from these shadows. 

By day, I imagine, Ball wrote a diary about the crumbling of ideology; by night, in Zurich 
cabarets and salons, he morphed into a senseless pantomimist, as incoherence became 
his artistic weapon. Fixed on the stage of the Cabaret Voltaire, surely his eyes gleefully 
betrayed him, but only in the rarefied laboratory of modernism.  How would those same 
eyes feast on a world where images know no bound, where the very buildings we inhabit 
look more and more like the renderings on screens used to sell them? Would the fictions 
(or lies, as he phrased them) that have become actualized surprise him? 

Am I stupid or slow that I cannot fully grasp what is going on?  Perhaps the conundrum 
is that nothing is “going on” at all, that notions of here and there are collapsing distance, 
that conceptions of continuity are a last vestige, a nostalgic novelty.  Am I alone, 
depressed… introverted to obliteration?   

I fracture again: thirsty, hungry and stuck on a precipice, inside a hotbox apartment. I 
check my look in the mirror.  I have to try to simplify, let thoughts hum. I change the 
record, and the sound that comes out is serendipitous.  On what is essentially a folk 
record, but aimed at the scattered narcissists of 2015, Kurt Vile gets perpetually lost on 
b’lieve i’m going down.  The album is bookended by exercises in disassociation as he 
switches tenses, days of the week, his person with other persons.  His logic gets lost as 
he opens the song Pretty Pimpin’ by looking in the mirror, not recognizing a stranger 
brushing his teeth, until he realizes “oh silly me that’s just me” and he’s really brushing 
his own teeth. The days teeter on with continual estrangement, the author switching from 
first to third person, near and far: “he was always 1,000 miles away, while standing right 
here in front of your face.” His banal subjects assert self-reference as a kind of 
sustenance, an ecological system. The closer of the album, a lethargic trip called Wild 
Imagination, rambles: 

 I’m looking at you / but its only a picture / so I take that back / but it ain’t really a 
 picture / its just an image on a screen / you can imagine if I was though, right? 

The myth of Vile’s “wild imagination” is that it is hardly wild at all -- in the present, 
visualization is circumscribed: a person is a picture, but actually not a picture, because a 
picture is an artifact.  A screen is transient, its content fleeting, like a memory. Its 
depiction existed, in the past tense. His realization is so common it sounds quaint. Vile’s 
epiphany hinges on confusion, and furthermore, the confusion does not result from the 
world’s clamor, but because the cacophony comes from much closer, within us.  Our 
selves and the world are weaving into one another in tight tether.  Our consciousness 
can be both within and without. 

It takes little imaginative stretch to see all these layers at once, as object, image, 
photograph and self are stacked in scrims, rearranged at will. Negotiated like a set of 
transparent playing cards. Or perhaps, conjure an archeological dig with air in place of 
sand and then flip the excavated layers on end, all at the same time.  The temporal and 
residual mess of an inhabited place would be compressed into a single file. Historical 
narrative would sequence from present backwards, but remain visible in perpetual 



simultaneity. Substitute the navigational depth of horizontal landscape for interactive 
vertical space, where distances are not traversed but shuffled in shallow, illusory space.  
Within that space timelines can be shuffled at will, disparate experiences had at the 
same moment.  What would have been vast has become shallow, introverted. 

How did I end up borrowing so far down inside myself?  Were there markers or ruptures 
that could have presaged the totality of now?  I follow the muscle memory of sitting 
before screens.  In the present, it is near constant -- as I go backwards, it becomes 
scattered, more monumental. I recall my first memory of personal computing:  a teacher 
telling us a green triangle is a turtle, and we’re teaching the turtle to draw a picture in 
green on black screen.  I recall the urgent need to have a Nintendo gaming system, a 
need my parents’ could not even remotely grasp.  I didn’t even like playing it, but unlike 
my parents, who were accustomed to sitting passively before the screen as it dictated to 
them, we were learning to control the screen, to dictate what happened beyond the 
screen.  We learned to enter through the screen. The primary motivation for interactivity 
at the time was broadly reflective violence or competition:  avatars battled one another to 
defeat, or they raced to accumulate riches or powers in a timed lifeline before “death” -- 
big themes with consequential narrative arcs. The game that strikes me as the strangest 
now is one where you shot into the screen, the one where you shot invisible rays right 
through the glass of the television, which somehow dropped ducks from the sky, in an 
endless elliptical non-narrative.  It seemed like the ducks always moved from left to right, 
like language itself was being stalked and obliterated. 

“The new enchantment is not designed to alter the world out there but our concepts in 
relation to the world,” Vilem Flusser wrote in 1983.  The background hum of personal 
computers and consoles was not yet deafening, but the perceptive ear could hear it 
magnifying.  Through the lens of photography, Flusser gleaned the decoupling of 
language and image based on the proliferation of cheap images: 

 Human beings forgot they created the images in order to orient themselves 
 in the world.  Since they are no longer able to decode them, their lives 
 become a function of their own images:  Imagination has turned into 
 hallucination.   

In a hallucination, clarity is obfuscated, or it achieved through a wide orbit of alternate 
epiphanies that arrive at a likeness of clarity.  Language fails because it is not elliptical, 
and so hallucination relies on pictorial logic. If images become hallucinatory, images 
become a wedge, or as Flusser would have it:  

 They are supposed to be maps but they turn into screens:  Instead of 
 representing the world, they obscure it until human beings’ lives finally 
 become a function of the images they create.  Human beings cease to decode 
 the images and instead project them, still encoded, into the world ‘out there’, 
 which meanwhile itself becomes like an image – a context of scenes, of states 
 of things. 

For Flusser, this foundational shift holds a different structure from the “linear world of 
history in which nothing is repeated and in which everything has causes and will have 
consequences.”  This analysis grasps hold onto the shifting ground but will not let it go.  
The somber cover of Flusser’s Towards A Philosophy of Photography is stark black and 
grey text.  There are no photographs, as if he can no longer trust them. The ghost 
lingering in his words conjures profound feelings of loss.  He senses something 



irreparable but will not follow its end. In his mind the dematerialization of traditional 
narrative is a loss of illumination in the world.   

That fear of loss of illumination calls to mind a recent interview with Richard Tuttle, in 
which he proposes that Western and Asian cultures are fixated on the daytime.  
“Correspondingly, we are afraid of the night,” he observes. “When we put our kids to bed 
we say prayers over them.  There is a terrible fear of the night in Christianity and 
Buddhism and Judaism.  On the other hand, Islam loves the night.” 

Last year in Marrakech, I heard my first Muslim call to prayer, and the most striking thing 
about hearing it in person was that it was ambient, disembodied and everywhere.  From 
the tops of mosques, loudspeakers blared, the streets below responded, decentralized, 
in dialog.  Clustered in the desert, the exterior world there was all sameness and dry 
sand, the interior worlds were covered in entire cosmos’ of tiles -- blue and white like a 
liquid oasis -- suggesting an insular infinite. 

I have been taught by culture to gravitate towards icons, towards centrality.  There is a 
fear that to lose the definition of singular narrative is to sever a connection with 
cumulative civilization.  We are estranged from our opposite, ambivalent about losing 
definition. 

When the interior and exterior worlds collapse, and iconography cannot be differentiated, 
then how to wade through the “calm lies” that are perceived as the only continuity?  
Does crystallized truth have anything to do with singular iconography, trapped and 
frozen in time like a photograph?  Or does illumination come through repetition of action, 
the detritus of usage, the unfolding of image through time.   

Most of my adult life has been spent looking down instead of up, in instead of out, 
functioning both “here” and in some displaced “there” at the same time.  I have learned 
to snatch culture and content from the ether, a transient live feed stimulating my retinas. 
The most quotidian things appear in tromp l’oeil, creating pockets of illusion, revealing a 
world without trust. Images have become for contemporary artists what portable tubes of 
paint were for the Impressionists: their sheer proliferation and affordability has 
destabilized singularity and smooth vision.  Images have become materials in their own 
right.  They are at the service of conflict between what was and what is. 

What comes next?  Perhaps there is no next, no line to follow. Lie substitutes for truth, 
cacophony becomes calm. Hiccups are replaced by constant humming, mouths chewing 
silently on lost words.  An ungraspable wash of ever-present oasis, inside and 
introverted, but never feeling the longing of being alone. 

 

 

	

	

	

	



		


