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ABSTRACT
Since the invention of cinema media theorists have compared the
moving image with the experience of dreaming. This essay will
explore virtual reality (VR) as a form of new media to explore the
applicability of psychoanalytic theory in the understanding and
development of VR interfaces and media. The thesis consists of two
parts. The first involves an examination of the representation of VR
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and dreaming in popular culture, primarily in cinema and on
television. It will demonstrate that movie writers and directors have
intuitively portrayed VR and dreaming in similar ways, both in terms
of interfaces. The second part applies psychoanalytic theories
regarding cinematic apparatus to VR as a medium. The argument
will be made that Jean-Louis Baudry’s comparison between cinema
and dreaming was inadequate for the cinematic medium as argued
by Noël Carroll amongst others but co-incidentally results in an
ideal framework for the analysis of VR.

THE STATUS OF VIRTUAL REALITY AND DREAMING
During Google’s 2016 I/O conference, the internet giant announced a new feature for its
operating system Android: Google Daydream. Daydream is a VR platform, composed of a
VR headset, a VR controller and a new framework for hardware oriented towards
experiencing VR. Mobile devices compatible with it are considered ‘Daydream-ready’ and
offer the best experience according to the company for enjoying VR through a phone.1
The selection of the name ‘Daydream’ for invoking VR can be interpreted as an
intentional reference to the historic association between VR and dreaming, or an example of
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Google’s executives instinctively drawing the comparison between the two. Either way, it
highlights the historical connection between dream and visual media, in this case VR, as well
as technology’s role in shaping this relationship.
There are many examples of the ties between the VR industry and its connection to
sleep and dreaming: for example, Kortex is a sleep and stress-relief device that stimulates the
back of the head to help the user relax or sleep while using a VR headset.2 Many of the
currently available VR experiences, including Guided Meditation VR, mindZense Sleep, relax
VR and Lumen are focused on relaxation, meditation, sleep or enabling different forms of
dream states.3 The daydream-ready videogame Eclipse: Edge of Light, highlighted as the
main experience for the platform in Google Daydream’s website, is described as an
experience in ‘a dreamscape world’.4 So too is the content of many of the products made by
and for the ASMR (Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response) community, a form of visual
and acoustic content aimed at delivering a tactile response and relaxation or sleeping,
reflecting the fact that VR is one of the best channels currently available to enjoy this niche
content.5
This anecdotal connection between VR and dreaming by both one of the biggest
players in the business and the content creators exploring this new media form is a good
illustration of how both concepts are interlinked. However, this circumstance is not novel as
any visual media, especially cinema, has always been theoretically explored from the
perspective of dreaming. What this paper will prove then is that VR goes beyond previous
attempts at establishing a phenomenological connection between the two.

THE DREAM OF IMMEDIACY: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DREAMING
AND THE MOVING IMAGE
Joseph Marie Lo Duca was one of the first theorists who explored the oneiric nature of
cinema, in his case to delve into the eroticism of the moving image. In Erotisme au cinema,
Lo Duca described the connection in the following terms: ‘The cinema resembles the dream,
with its colourless images like those of a film, and this in part explains the lesser erotic
intensity of colour films, which in a sense escape the rules of the word of dreams’.6
This parallel between moving image and dreaming, minus its focus on colour, was
expressed again by André Bazin, co-founder of the famous French film magazine Cahiers du
Cinema, along with Lo Duca. In his 1957 essay Eroticism in Cinema, Bazin prefigured the
subsequent trend amongst media scholars of using psychoanalytic theory for the exploration
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of cinema as a medium with his famous statement: ‘The essential is still the basically
dreamlike quality of cinema, of the moving image’.7
This idea gained momentum during the 1960s and 1970s when authors such as Laura
Mulvey, Jean-Loius Baudry, and Christian Metz proposed psychoanalysis as a preferable tool
to semiotics for the study and understanding of movies.8 By establishing a connection
between the unconscious and the cinematic experience their essays have shaped the way that
films are created, understood and experienced. Even if both film theory and psychoanalysis
have evolved since that point in history, as a movement they succeeded in linking the dream
with cinematic text and cinematic apparatus. It is important to note that Lo Duca, Bazin and
Mulvey inspected the dreamlike qualities of film as the unconscious elements or the subtext
of the filmic text while Metz and Baudry unified the cinematic experience by merging the
cinematic language and interface, conveying the message with the medium and inquiring as
to how this interface, by itself and through its relationship with the text, is connected to the
experience of dreaming.
Historically there have been two major ways of exploring the relationship between
dream and the moving image. The first is based on the analysis of how dreams and the
subconscious have influenced films. This form of inquiry often focuses on the analysis of
cinematic text and the revelation of the subtext, specifically how signifiers and symbols are
used to convey a hidden meaning. This form of inquiry into the movie is more evident when
applied to surrealist texts and authors including Buñuel, Dalí, Lynch and Jodorowsky, with
films such as Un Chien Andalou, Meshes of the Afternoon or Eraserhead.9 The second is
through the study of the medium rather than the message and how the cinematic interface, the
screen, the smartphone, and the VR headset affect the oneiric elements of the media
experienced through them.
This essay focuses on the latter interpretation of this relationship. Critics and
academics have used psychoanalysis to study cinema for decades but the relationship
between our own subconscious and the cinematic interface has often been neglected or at best
taken for granted. As an example, Baudry developed a thesis that in order to be valid
understands cinema as the experience of consuming cinematic content in the very specific
context of the darkness of a cinema with a screen, a projector and a degree of restriction on
movement. He ignored realities outside the theatre that existed within the audience’s reach
such as television sets, computer screens and arcade machines. He could not of course
include phenomena such as smartphones, tablets, wearables or VR headsets, devices where
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his theory would in fact find a better application. Therefore, the goal of this paper is to
inquire into whether new media and interfaces, especially VR, share or even expand the
dreamlike qualities that we generally apply to cinema. In order to explore these questions, the
similarities between dream and VR in current films are examined and an analysis is
developed applying these insights to Baudry’s thesis about dreaming and cinema and Noël
Carroll's response.10

VIRTUAL DREAMS AND VARIABLE REALITIES
Jean Ricardou coined the term ‘variable realities’ to define elements of the narration that are
supposedly “real”, and then revealed to be ‘virtual’, or vice versa.11 Variable realities have
been used since the first days of cinema, with surrealism often playing with the boundaries
between the real and virtual. Most of the available examples of variable realities, for example
The Wizard of Oz and Alice in Wonderland are presented as hypo-diegetic realities embedded
in the diegetic world of the text.12 It is interesting from a theoretical standpoint then that
Ricardou uses the term ‘virtual’ to define these hypo-diegetic realities. He is defining these
dream experiences as virtual realities as they existed in 1967, well before the advent of VR.
In a second stage, one of the main sources of hypo-diegetic narratives within the
industry focused on the theme of VR, still years before its mainstream availability. World in a
Wire, Total Recall and The Thirteenth Floor all used VR to create puzzle narratives in which
various levels of hypo-diegetic realities were blurred.13 VR, then, fulfilled the same function
as dream in previous movies but usually with increased complexity. The use of variable
realities in later movies centred on the act of dreaming as an imitation of these multi-layered
virtual realities. Films like Inception and Paprika deal with the subject of dream and puzzle
narratives but never establish a clear differentiation between what is virtual and real, often
creating a sense of doubt about the outcome of the film just as did the movies based on VR
from the previous examples. 14
As an example, the lower levels of reality in Total Recall or eXistenZ are presented in
the same way as they are in Inception.15 There is a mix of diegetic and hypo-diegetic
elements. Lower levels of reality often include incredible aspects, bending landscapes,
organic weapons or mutants; it is difficult to pinpoint exactly to which category they belong,
and the ending leaves the question open as to whether this is real or virtual.
The similarity of the representation of dream and VR goes to such a degree that both
phenomena are indistinguishable in Vanilla Sky which can fit perfectly in both categories
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depending on the interpretation of the text.16 Whether the experience of the protagonist is a
dream or a simulation, the narrative allows for both using exactly the same narrative devices.
As Ricardou’s definition hinted, from a narrative perspective dream is inherently virtual and
the juxtaposition between them can be total.
However, the parallels in the representation of dream and VR go further as often the
experience of immersing oneself into the alternate world of dreaming or VR achieved
through devices, interfaces or technologies resemble each other. In the case of Paprika, the
device to enter the subconscious world of dreams resembles a stylised version of existing VR
dispositives, whereas the dream device in Inception adopts a form more akin to a gaming
console to which their users can connect through the administration of chemicals.17 This
constant depiction of the subconscious as a virtual reality accessible through hardware is also
depicted in The Cell, also using a mix of advanced technology and biological processes.18
Movies exploring variable realities through dream often imitate VR. When VR is
explored it is often through mechanisms that mirror the process of sleeping. In eXistenZ the
characters usually look for comfortable spaces in which they prefer to use their VR devices.
These devices again mix technology and biology in the form of video game console
connected to the body through an umbilical cord. In The Matrix the characters sit in chairs
before being ‘plugged in’.19 In The Thirteenth Floor, the VR machine is shaped like a bed
and requires the user to lie down and ‘sleep’ into the virtual reality.20 In Total Recall and
Source Code23 the devices resemble pieces of medical equipment where the user is induced
into a form of coma or trance. Even in one of the first iterations of this trope, World on a
Wire had its characters sleep while entering a new simulated reality.21
This similarity with dream is often replicated in other ways. The characters in The
Matrix seem asleep when they are ‘plugged in’, but also shake and writhe when they go
through a particularly violent episode,22 just as someone sleeping would experience physical
reactions when experiencing a nightmare. Not only does the virtual equal the oneiric but the
physical body of the VR user is often the body of a sleeper.
VR is still in its early stages of development and it is difficult to predict how it will
evolve. Moreover, it is currently used more as an interactive device than as a cinematic
interface. Nevertheless, cinematographers seem to be intuitively drawing a relationship of
equivalence between this technology and dream. This seems to indicate that if the pleasure
obtained from cinema is in part through its dreamlike quality VR has the potential to generate
more pleasurable experiences than current technology allows for.
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JEAN LOUIS BAUDRY AND THE ONEIRIC NATURE OF THE CINEMATIC
INTERFACE
Baudry’s theory of cinematic apparatus can be summarised as follows: cinema has some
characteristics shared with the experience of dreaming and this provides an explanation of the
animating force behind cinema as the desire for, and regression to a primitive narcissism that
in psychoanalysis is the act of dreaming. He draws a series of analogies between cinema and
dream, inferring that their effects are also similar.23 These characteristics were outlined by
Carroll in his study as ‘…inhibition of movement; lack of reality testing; an imagistic
medium; a dark room; projection; a screen; a more-than-real impression of reality; a tendency
to efface the distinction between perception and representation’.24
Very few of these characteristics are inherently cinematic. Only the fact of cinema
being a medium based on images, the existence of a screen, and the blurring of distinction
and representation are based purely on cinema as a message, independent from a device or
platform. The inhibition of movement and lack of ability to test reality, the dark room,
projection and the more-than-real impression of reality rely on the cinematic interface to
various degrees. The last three elements (the screen as a parallel of the mother’s skin while
sleeping as a baby, the more-than-real impression of life and the tendency to make perception
and representation indistinguishable) are discarded by Carroll due to their lack of definition
and the absence of a solid psychoanalytical framework.25 Consequently, this essay shall focus
on where VR can add a new value.
As Carroll states, watching a movie does not really inhibit the viewer’s movements,
but limits them only to a certain degree.26 In the same argument Carroll defines the
‘phenomenological register of dream’ as ‘feeling motion when there is not’; that is, when
there is a partial dissociation between the movement of the body and the movement inside the
dream.27
These conditions that, according to Carroll, are necessary for a medium to be
comparable with sleep do not happen in ordinary cinema though they do happen in VR. In
general terms VR requires some form of movement but the feedback experienced inside the
simulation does not entirely respond to the input of the user. There is enough recorded
evidence showing how the moving image displayed through a VR interface may trigger
physical reactions when the physical reality of the body differs from the experience lived
through VR. These jerks or involuntary movements resemble the phenomenon of sleep
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myoclonus that often precede sleep, or are produced in response to extraordinarily intense
dreams and nightmares.28 This point is also applicable to the analogy between dreaming and
dark rooms where the connection, according to Carroll, is not that darkness is required to
dream but that the viewer is unaware of their physical condition.29 This contrasts with a
deeper perception of their situation in the virtual reality or dream.
This brings us to the lack of reality testing. Baudry defines reality testing as the
inability of verification reality within the film. Based on the previous examples it is possible
to hypothesise that even if VR still allows for reality testing the immersion which this
technology enables, increased through new developments such as movement sensors and
haptic controllers, makes it harder to test whether the virtual experience is real or not. We see
examples of people falling down or adopting a foetal position,30 although this does not mean
they do not know it is virtual, highlighting the fact that it is not impossible nor even
uncommon to mistake the simulation for reality.
In VR we are the centre of the experience. It no longer allows for interpersonal
verification as a way of reality testing.31 Even in the event of a shared VR experience such as
that of a multiplayer game offered by The Void, other participants are part of the same
simulation as spectators in the dark of the cinema hall.32 If the predisposition of the viewer
towards the moving image is based on following a regression to a primitive narcissistic state,
it makes sense, then, that a non-shared experience such as VR reinforces this narcissistic
element.
Much of the current VR research revolves around the fields of psychology and
psychiatry given VR’s ‘unique ability to simulate complex, real situations and contexts’.33 In
this context VR is interpreted as a qualitative leap from previous media used to replicate the
environment. As stated by Michael Heim’s to define the early VR, ‘we forget ourselves as we
evolve into our fabricated worlds. With our faces up against it, the interface is hard to see’.34
According to the research carried out by Nir and Tononi on the phenomenology of
dreams, there are four main characteristics applicable to dreaming: during the dream the
dreamer is fully conscious and has a vivid experience; these vivid hallucinations are
experienced mainly through visual and auditory perceptions with tactile perceptions, smells
and tastes being less common; the dreamers are completely disconnected from their
environment but have reduced control and awareness, not always being able to tell whether
they are experiencing a dream; and lastly dreams usually feature some degree of emotional
involvement, with joy, surprise, anger, fear and anxiety being the most common.35
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All these characteristics are shared by both the phenomenological experience of
dream and VR: VR is a vivid experience where the user is fully conscious and in which
visual and auditory stimuli convey most of the information. Nonetheless tactile feedback and
smells might, in some cases, play a role.36 As analysed in this paper the VR experience is
usually disconnected from the environment where it is experienced, and the user is not
always fully aware of being in a simulation. Lastly, as proven by the research of Julia Diemer
et al., the intensity of emotional responses makes VR a valuable platform for
experimentation, mainly related to fear, anger, joy or relaxation.37 In summary, Baudry’s
theory of the cinematic interface displayed a high level of intuition at describing aspects of
the phenomenology of dream that have been validated scientifically later on, but its
applicability is better applied to VR.

CONCLUSION
The relationship between cinema and dream is as old as the moving image itself. Early
examples such as The Wizard of Oz and Un Chien Andalou show how some early
cinematographers understood this connection intuitively, introducing ‘variable realities’ into
their movies. This has been further explored by cinema and other media theorists and
psychologists, most successfully through the application of psychoanalytic theory to
cinematic text and interface. Jean-Louis Baudry proposed a framework for the comparison of
dream and the enjoyment of cinema comparing the phenomenological characteristics of both.
This framework has been widely challenged and its applicability to cinema questioned by
media scholars and psychologists alike.
Nonetheless this theory regains most of its applicability when used to explain VR as a
medium and interface as most of these characteristics are more applicable to VR than to
dreaming. In fact, this equivalence between VR and dreaming has been common since the
inception of cinema with movies representing sleep and VR experiences using the same
resources and devices. This essay analysed several media texts including The Matrix,
Paprika, eXistenZ, Inception, The Wizard of Oz, The Cell, Source Code, The 13th Floor,
Total Recall and World in a Wire in which an equivalence between dreaming and VR can be
drawn. Current research on the phenomenology of dreams and psychology and VR is aligned
with these conclusions.
Ultimately VR has more potential than any other medium before it for simulating
reality but in its journey towards telepresence the medium may find its own language for
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looking at the phenomenology of dreaming. VR professionals and scholars might explore
these avenues (psychoanalysis, neuroscience, dreaming or surrealism) and learn from the
academic literature in those fields including research on cinematic apparatus. Its applicability
will never be total, but it might help to provide the foundations for an expressive language
that acknowledges both the uniqueness of VR and its limitations.
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