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Hallucinatory syndromes / Immersion in the Image – Classical 
Theories and Perspectives*
Marcin Sobieszczanski

What if we were to compare immersion in artificial sensoriality (or “virtual” – although this 
last word is more of a showcase than a solid concept) to all the phenomena of treachery, 
feints, and sensory artifices, phosphenes, illusions, dreams, effects of psychotropic sub-
stances, and more specifically to hallucinatory states? 

All the strength of the heuristic metaphor is here, 
indeed! Contrary to the historical approach 
which multiplies precedents, establishing a long 
chain of facts, mixing mythical effects with his-
torically attested facts, we prefer, at this stage of 
our research, to shed light on our phenomenon 
with sidelights rather than by the limelight of 
explanatory filiations indefinitely lost in the hy-
pothetical night of time. We therefore propose a 
de-contextualization of the situation of immer-
sion produced by the computer and its sensory 
peripheral devices (computer generated imag-
ery – cgi). It is a passageway through compari-
son, moreover often advanced in extrascientific 
circles, where Virtual Reality is put on the same 
level as the psychic effects of some nosological 
units and non-clinical hallucinatory phenome-
na. This approach leads to the re-application of 
contrasting results, similarities, analogies, and 
dissimilarities, to the inaugural situation.
A brief history of the theories of sensory dys-
functions and hallucinations as well as a notion-
al reframing, will then allow us to understand 
the basis of this comparison, and to have ele-
ments which, although paradoxically, will apply 
to the interpretation of the phenomenon i.e. the 
immersive effect that interests us. We are thus 
conducting this study hoping to benefit from 
heuristic spin off, more ontological than genet-
ic.
In an experience of immersive cave or a semi-im-
mersive installation, we are subject to the per-
ceptual action of a 3D image produced by the 
display device: the projection run by a comput-
er equipped with graphic synthesis capabilities 
of a synthetic image itself produced by graphics 
software or resulting from the capture of reality 

as it is the case with a digital image captured by 
photography, videography, or scanning then syn-
thesized as a 3D model of this captured reality. 
The visual effects of the embossed image, which 
is not a real 3D model that can be positioned 
at will within the geometrically simulated 3D 
space and be used, but rather a handling of the 
image reduced to its positioning relative to the 
surface of objects and not with the conservation 
of truthful reports of depth. This narrow depth 
technique is broadly used in 3D cinema which, 
for obvious economic reasons, using the twin-
lens cameras with surface relief vision more 
often than real “full” 3D models constructed 
geometrically or raised by algorithms. In several 
installations, the 3D image is also reinforced by 
the stimulations coming from other sensory gen-
erators. This image, alone or reinforced, fills a 
large part of our sensory field. It imposes itself as 
perceived reality so much so that it constitutes 
a partial substitute for reality that coexists with 
the other fragments of reality felt through the 
active fields of the senses that are not, or not en-
tirely affected by the 3D image or by generators 
of complementary sensations. In this way, the 
aesthetic field of the subject in the immersive 
experience is composed of a blend of sensations 
coming from the directly perceived external and 
internal reality, and sensations coming from a 
digital generator of 3D images often combined 
with other digital generators of sensations, audi-
tory, olfactory, or even tactile.

Review of illusion-producing phenomena
The phosphene was commented on by the An-
cient Greeks1 as a specific mode of appearance 
of images, by the pressure of the eyeball. The 

famous South African anthropologist David 
Lewis-Williams attributes to the phosphene a 
preponderant role in the creation of non-figu-
rative parietal icons of the Upper Palaeolithic. 
Hermann von Helmholtz was passionate about 
the study of this phenomenon and recorded 
several varieties of it. Produced by direct, me-
chanical, or electromagnetic stimulation of the 
sight’s organs, the phosphene constitutes an ex-
perience often founding the awareness of the 
functioning of the sensory pathways in juvenile 
subjects, experience of the duality and at the 
same time of the interdependence of the ocular 
and mental image.
Illusions are at the origin of another figure of 
consciousness. Studied since antiquity among 
the peoples of the Mediterranean region but 
also in Asia, especially in India, they are first 
linked to the problem of apparent and relative 
magnitudes in astronomical observations of the 
celestial vault, and then to atmospheric phe-
nomena, to the play of shadow and finally to 
all sorts of optical reverberations produced by 
different “screens”, vapors, smooth surfaces, 
and liquid surfaces. Although the Platonic phil-
osophical teaching of perceptual skepticism de-
rives directly from this experience, the study of 
illusions nevertheless leads to the beginning of 
sensory realism. The object of perception is held 
in the perceptual field of the subject, the hyletic 
process engages between matter (gr. Ύλη) and 
the radiations carrying the shape of things and 
at the end intervenes within the interpretation 
where the subject gathers information about 
the world and makes his vital decisions, based 
on this knowledge. This “information” may be 
wrong, but the critical sensory processing2 pro-
cedures will come to correct the real and will 
reach things in their essential, eidetic being.
Oneiric activities provide Ancient Humanity 
with an enormous reservoir of stories that are 
both mnesic and premonitory. With them, we 
learn the interpretation of dynamic scenes and 
we deduce their symbolism. The imaginary, the 
abductive force of the creative projection on the 
“commonplace” world produces a reasoning 
that confirms the subject in his role, if not cen-
tral then surely active, in the sensory processing 
process. In short, the dream is an alternative and 
omnipresent source of representations of reality, 

as Baudry says when relating the contributions 
of the dreamlike sphere discovered by Freud:
“The transformations wrought by the sleep in 
the psychic apparatus: removal of cathexis, 
lability of the different systems, return to nar-
cissism, withdrawal of motor skills (impossi-
bility of resorting to the reality test), contribute 
to producing the specific characteristics of the 
dream: its capacity for figuration, translation of 
thought into image, reality accorded to repre-
sentations”.3

Another experience, at the individual level, 
and – among all prehistoric peoples – strongly 
collective, is provided using psychotropic sub-
stances. The inoculation of a chemical factor 
modifying both, perception, and conscious-
ness, affects as well the centripetal sensory 
afferents, and their centrifugal control, most 
often thalamic but also caused by neocortical 
intellectual patterns. And if in current societ-
ies the practice of narcotics is mainly associ-
ated with personal deviance and destructuring 
addictions, in prehistory and antiquity, drugs 
served as a (bio)chemical substrate for divina-
tory trances. These states were both reserved for 
the use by a restricted class of hierophants, and 
essential for social regulation in general and 
for the management of individuals, particularly 
during initiation rites and rites of passage.

Towards the clinical approach of hallucinatory 
phenomena
Often times, individuals performing the same 
types of behaviors without the (bio)chemical 
support are viewed by the Ancients as repre-
sentatives of the deity itself, and their verbal 
and iconic creations as direct expressions of 
religious truths that may serve as a vehicle for 
the intelligibility of reality. Western science be-
gan to take interest in the pathological dimen-
sion of these people and to associate different 
clinics with them. Thus, the head doctor of the 
Salpêtrière, Jean-Étienne Dominique Esquirol, 
interpreted in 1838 the difference between il-
lusions and hallucinations based on the nature 
of their references to reality, which led him to 
the definition of pathological hallucinations by 
preterition. “Perception without an object” is a 
normative view of the phenomenon which in-
sists on its perceptual nature while denying the 
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percept of this perception, and ultimately its 
object, in accordance with a “common sense”. 
Relayed without any critical readjustment by 
later researchers, Jules Baillarger, Jean-Pierre. 
Falret, Emmanuel Régis or Paul Guiraud,4 this 
conception had to wait for the second half of 
the twentieth century to finally, in the research 
of Dr. Henri Ey, lead to the study of the nature 
of the hallucinatory process itself.
The much vaunted merit of Ey’s synthesis is first 
of all its distinction between hallucinosic ei-
dolia and delirious hallucinations which are, 
alone, hallucinations properly speaking.

The eidolia do not come from a delusional 
functioning of the patient and are compatible 
with reason, in this they can be qualified as 
“psychonomy”. It is a “non-delusional halluci-
natory modality”. The subject finds them “un-
real”, incongruous in relation to his perceptual 
experience: he knows that he is hallucinating.5

We will return to this definition in the context 
of certain immersive experiences with virtual 
spaces, such as vacuum or narrowing, produc-
ing effects of somatic reactions even though 
the subject is aware of the “virtuality” of these 
spaces and their characteristics.
On the other hand, the definition of delusional 
hallucinations provides us with another import-
ant theoretical dimension:
“Thus, for Ey.” The hallucinatory phenomenon 
experienced by the subject must [...] have a 
double character: that of affecting his sensitivi-
ty or his sensoriality and that of being projected 
out of his subjectivity.The patient must thus be 
able to attest to a sensory experience (“I see, I 
hear, I feel”) by his reference to the attributes 
of sensoriality and support the objectivity and 
reality of this experience.6

This means, in essence, that a cerebral effect 
positioned in the sensory information process-
ing areas must translate, through a correlative 
mechanism, into an intellectual effect, both 
gnosic and doxic.7

In this situation, it is clear that there is a de-
tachment of the sensory areas from the sensory 
organs, or rather a functional doubling of the 
cerebral support. On the one hand, there is 
evidence that patients suffering from hallucina-

tions often achieve to conceive that the peo-
ple accompanying them, the caregivers in this 
case, are not subject to the same phenomenon. 
On the other hand, the same patient simultane-
ously develops a hallucinatory syndrome. The 
sensations “with object” do not disappear, on 
the contrary, the “generic” sensory excitations 
accompany the delirious subject throughout his 
“specific” experiences.
In the article by G. Gimenez, M. Guimont, J.-
L. Pedinielli, we read: Minkowsky’s remarkable 
text on Le temps vivant, and in particular the 
chapter “Towards a psychopathology of space”, 
which shows very well the possible cohab-
itation, in the same subject, of a hallucinato-
ry neo-reality and a perceptual reality, often 
remaining actively separated by processes of 
splitting.8

The “Perception without an object” was biased 
by its implicit use of the physiologically im-
probable, direct inversion of nervous influx9 in 
the optic or auditory nerves. In reality, the sick 
subject carries out two processes both highly 
demanding in terms of synaptic energy: that of 
the control of the real and that of the control 
of his own cerebral activities of the sensory ar-
eas pathologically autonomized to the point of 
competing with the gnosic results of perception. 
Under the light of current neuroscience results 
supported by functional cerebral imaging, MRI 
and positron emission device, the etiology and 
consequently the nosography of delusional 
pathologies is shifting from the psychoanalyti-
cal vision where the sphere of symbolic topics 
takes pathologically precedence on the phe-
nomenal sphere, towards a neuro-cognitivist 
vision compatible with the hypotheses of Dr. 
Ey, as Thomas Rabeyron states it:

[…] hallucinations should first be con-
sidered from the point of view of “reali-
ty monitoring”, a process that is part of a 
larger whole called “source monitoring”. 
According to Bentall (1990), hallucina-
tions would thus be the consequence of 
a bad categorization: an internal percep-
tion, a representation, or a reminiscence, 
instead of being represented as coming 
from inside, would be categorized by 
the brain as coming from outside. There 

would therefore be confusion between 
internal source and external source, con-
fusion being more specifically at the level 
of the thalamus, a real system for filtering 
information reaching the cerebral cortex.10

In fact, we are here in a process of intracere-
bral communication where, both in the pres-
ence of a meticulous monitoring of reality11 
and independently of its gnosic results and its 
metacognitive achievements,12 the different 
neocortical areas exchange with each other. 
In this play, essentially triangular, the central 
position is ensured by (1) the thalamic zones 
which seem to distribute flows joining (2) the 
prefrontal cortex with (3) sensory, parietal or 
posterior, somatosensory, auditory and vi-
sual areas. The implication of the latter is 
proved indirectly by research combining the 
pathological phenomenon of synesthesia, the 
non-voluntary association of sensations origi-
nating from different sensory modes, and hal-
lucinatory sensations. This particular research 
has produced increasing evidences since Bi-
net’s founding experiments.13

Reality monitoring
With the dimension of “reality monitoring,” 
the theories of hallucinations begin to move 
away from their origins anchored in a naive re-
alism where the third instance of a healthy ob-
server arbitrated, in the light of “common” and 
“objective” representations, the pathological 
representations of reality produced by the sick 
subject. In fact, they also abandon the solipsis-
tic simplifications of a “a world to yourself” in 
which the patient would have been locked up. 
We are here within the framework of a duality 
where the two gnosic procedures hold compa-
rable “realizing” forces from the point of view 
of their aesthesies. The nosological qualifica-
tion of dysfunctions no longer consists in ar-
bitrating between the flow of consciousness of 
the sick subject and the flow of consciousness 
of the healthy subject, but in qualifying the 
way in which a subject oscillates between the 
two gnosic modes reputed to be constructive.
It is therefore the attentional processes that make 
the nosology of delusional mental behaviors and 
not the hallucinations themselves, or again, in 

other words: we speak on hallucinations when 
the “fictio-creative” activities occur, by the alter-
ation of the attentional processes, to substitute 
themselves to the interoceptive and exterocep-
tive controls of reality.
Attentional processes, whether defined accord-
ing to peripheral filter theories or central man-
ager theories, cannot be associated with an 
organic function or, even less, with a delimited 
convolution or a particular nerve bundle. These 
are complex states of mobilization of cognitive 
resources assembling different parts of the ner-
vous system, appearing to be identifiable with 
the different functional aspects of the circuits as-
signed to the different other purposes, as it is the 
case of the reticular system disposed on the path 
joining the lower bulbar region to the lateral and 
posterior hypothalamus. Following the inventory 
of convergent experimental facts, some theories 
on the rhythms of cerebral electro-biological ac-
tivities, detectable at the cortical and subcortical 
level, propose here some interesting hypotheses, 
in particular on the role of theta waves.14 These 
processes are also associated with the presence 
of certain cognitive event-related potential (ERP) 
and in particular the famous N400 discovered in 
1978 by Kutas and Hillyard.15

The attentional processes have the capacity to 
move,16 by means of calibration and thalam-
ic reinforcements, not only in the direction of 
association or selection of external sources of 
sensory stimuli but also in the direction of inter-
change and variation of the internal sources,17 
among which we count usually different kinds 
of memory,18 but also hallucinogenic stimuli.19 
It is at this level that the problem of indissoci-
ation between the veracity and the coherence 
of different topics, imaginary and sensory, must 
occur. From then on, the fictitious topics that 
we will begin to call fictional (see below), can 
exercise a “realizing” role they can effectively 
embed into the sensible real, and this from the 
point of view of the aesthetic intensity (con-
tribution from sensory areas), sequential plau-
sibility, and causal relevance (contributions 
from frontal areas). From the moment when the 
“realization” efficiency is obtained, the altered 
attention moves indiscriminately from the exter-
nal to the internal and withdraws from its task as 
a source checker. Thus, on the double psychic 
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of the “presented reality” in the verbal story 
and in the visual narration. On this topic, for 
methodological reasons, we propose to dis-
sociate two blocks of questions: what comes 
from diếgêsis and what comes from mimesis, 
in order to better synthesize them later on.23

On the one hand, the comparison of immer-
sion and hallucination appears as existential 
experiences. We call “existential” the situ-
ations and the experiences that are attached 
to them, when it is a question, for a human 
subject, of facing an immediate environment, 
offering to his perception the sensory substrate 
which allows him to carry out his habitual 
activities: standing, sitting, walking, etc., ac-
tivities whose purpose lacks a delayed-causal 
goal, the “short-term” behavior. The notion of 
immediacy must also be addressed. Situations 
are immediate when the goals pursued by the 
subject affect his current vital needs, unlike 
the pursuit of medium and long-term goals. In 
this sense, we are forced to separate, for ex-
ample, the expectation of resolution of a le-
gal case that mobilizes our energy for several 
years, from the posture that we adopt in the 
last minutes before the last trial, although the 
lasting experience conditions, to a certain ex-
tent, the momentary behaviors, and vice versa; 
the punctual and immediate existential expe-
rience merges, in a certain way, with the im-
age and the memory that we have of the entire 
event.24

On the other hand, the immersion can be 
compared with the effects of fiction which are 
elaborated in the brain of the readers of literary 
stories and the spectators of cinematographic 
storytelling. Here, it is not a question of evalu-
ating the effects of immersion by the yardstick 
of immediate perceptions, which can feed 
temporary postural reactions, move in the rel-
ative field of vision, explore its space immedi-
ately adjoining our body or behave according 
to the volumes found, suggested by the 3D im-
age-models of the show unfolding before the 
eyes of the subject, but it is a question of list-
ing the psychological and somatic effects of a 
“world” which is constructed in the process of 
mediated communication, through signs and 
their bodily and technical supports, i.e. writ-
ing, icon, image-movement. It is a question, 

substrate, emerges an internal fiction without 
the subject being able to exercise any criticism 
towards it. In the patient, the source of suffering 
stems more from the awareness of this impo-
tence of discernment than from the disconcert-
ing contents of the hallucinations themselves. 
Even if the patient still has the possibility of di-
verting his attention, what his attention points 
to is, in both directions, internal and external, 
impetuously “real”. As Dr. Ey said, delusional 
work is characterized by “foreignness, incoerc-
ibility, assertiveness and aesthesis”. Foreignness, 
because the internal and external sources have 
the same rank of veracity and can therefore be 
interchangeable; incoercibility because this 
process prevails over the mechanisms of an-
ti-hallucinatory coercion; assertiveness because 
the sequences of topics obtained through hal-
lucinations can serve as a basis for the subject’s 
discursive activities; and aesthesia because the 
subject is aware of the fact that thanks to the 
strident aesthesia of his hallucinations he can 
distinguish them from ordinary memory materi-
al, but cannot to mobilize enough to distinguish 
them from perceptual sensations.
We are touching here on the doxic status of hal-
lucinations and in this the comparison between 
sensory immersion with artificial origin and hal-
lucinations becomes for us more than a superfi-
cial metaphor. In schizophrenia, the activations 
of sensory areas stimulated by prefrontal activ-
ities and categorized by thalamic operations 
bring out a threshold effect beyond which the 
complex neural substrate is ready to exercise a 
creative role and generates a fictional “effect”. 
This “effect” is both gnosic, active in the sym-
bolic sphere, and assertoric in the domain of the 
subject’s discursive approach. To summarize, in 
pathological states of this type, fiction begins to 
compete, through attentional maneuvers, with 
the real apprehended by the sensorial way.20

Hallucinogenic Function vs. Cultural and Artistic 
Creations
It is obvious that the comparison between immer-
sion in artificial sensory devices and hallucinato-
ry states overlaps with the very old theoretical 
concerns of specialists in literature and cine-
ma, notably René Wellek and Austin Warren,21 
and Jean-Louis Baudry,22 concerning the status 

for example, of distinguishing two perceptual 
occurrences, in the complex reaction that we 
can have when seeing and manipulating, in-
cluding by our movements, the model of the 
staircase of the Capitol of Washington drawn 
up for the CAVE at California Institute for Tele-
communications and Information Technology 
(CALIT2) in San Diego: the monumental effect 
of architecture and the symbolic effect pro-
duced by the political heritage of the United 
States. Although the distance separating the 
sign from its denotat is arranged as a contin-
uum running from presence, through deferred 
presence and through the trace of presence, 
to the sign of presence, the consciousness and 
gnosic processes arising therefrom are catego-
rized according to the jurisdiction of discrete 
boundaries. Verbal and visual narrations do 
not lead to the same results as immediate per-
ceptions, coming from the real environment.
Our hypothesis is that the productions of hu-
man culture both generate and use the same 
human abilities to produce fiction, without this 
process resulting from any pathology. In other 
words, in the healthy creative subject, fiction 
benefits from substantially the same psychic 
substrate as hallucinations in schizophrenics, 
but the attentional processes retain all their ef-
fectiveness in them. In delirious patients, there 
is an increase of the psychic substrate which 
manages and admits to the doxic sphere the 
different sources, internal and external, with-
out making any discernment between them, 
or rather transgresses this discernment. In the 
healthy creative human, the same fictional 
process does not come from a doubling of 
the psychic apparatus but from an external-
ization of the psychic contents “projected” on 
an apparatus or a device which in the process 
of communication exercises a fictional func-
tion. In humans as “consumer” of culture and 
receivers of the creative message, there is no 
confusion between the two flows either, there 
is, on the other hand, from his point of view, 
a duplication of the substrate of cultural pro-
ductions, a substrate that sometimes can be 
apprehended in what it offers as affordances to 
direct sensory and postural cognitive actions, 
and sometimes as a generator of fiction on the 
basis of quasi-affordances that can be seized by 

the sensory-motor brain areas correlated to the 
frontal areas via the weighting of the thalamic 
zone. This latter process can be initiated by the 
action of the mirror neuron system.
The person subject to hallucinations oscillates 
between the two streams of consciousness, the 
creator mobilizes his attentional processes in 
order to work on the perceived reality in a man-
ner similar to the ways fictional topics inhabit 
him. And since the parity of the flows of the 
“intu” and of the flows of the “extra” is in him 
maintained and oriented according to the pre-
cedence of the perceptual, his internal fiction is 
itself “perception oriented”.

Perspectives of applied research in 360° imaging
The tradition of research definitely established 
since the 2010s, especially at the continuation 
of the theoretical work of David Bordwell,25 first 
in different academic centers, in Japan,26 in the 
United States,27 and then spread in vast circles of 
internationals researchers,28,29,30,31 offers experi-
mental research involving spectators, individual 
and collective,32 engaged in actions of narrative 
construction based on the video-film creations. 
In our book from 201533 we commented on the 
difference between the spatio-symbolic nar-
rative construction in the frontal cinema with 
central and oriented projection and attempts 
of the spherical and interactive cinema. In this 
latter area the theory predominant seems to be 
organized around the environmental concept of 
enaction34. Note that this concept also applies 
to classical cinema, as has been underlined in 
Bordwell’s founding works...
Can we believe that going through the com-
parison between hallucinations and cognitive 
effects of the interactive and immersive cinema 
can provide us with a tool, both theoretical and 
empirical, even more powerful? If we imagine 
a multi-scale analysis proving the existence of 
a multi-layered and harmonized neural sub-
strate, specialized in performing arbitration 
tasks between different sources of information: 
external, internal, and those used for weight-
ing memory of sensory-motor anticipations, 
we can hope that the monitoring of reality can 
become this powerful tool.
There are three preliminary problems to pose 
as the epistemological background before 
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proceeding to analysis of information sources 
in video-film products.
Frontal cinema operates its management of atten-
tional points within the framework of a language 
put into place through the process of accultura-
tion for 120 years. This device, both technical, 
grammatical and semantic shapes the audience 
of the cinema by constituting a quasi-cognitive 
functionality which participates in the con-
struction of the image of the world in the broad 
sense. There is here a kind of sloping of a cul-
tural function in the field of generic cognition. 
Experiences in spectation and the construction 
of the image of the world, both: from truthful 
world and the world as illusion, must first take 
care to put out of the game the artefact of the 
appearance of classic cinema.
Immersive or spherical cinema is part of anoth-
er “grammar”. Its “editing”, the rules of his lan-
guage, is a “natural editing”, called for by Paso-
lini,35 is operated by bodily movements, gaze 
movements and ocular saccades. The same 
“objective” real can be looked at in different 
ways by the same person and by the different 
spectators, according to their own management 
of attentional points.
And finally, immersive cinema manages its spa-
tio-temporal referential external to the device of 
the same way that it manages the spatiality and 
the dynamics of the contents which are present-
ed into the device. In other words, the grammar 
of cutting and exploring of the sensitive, natu-
ral and artefactual material, is the same as that 
which governs our spatio-temporal relationship 
to the world. The perspective of empirical re-
search on the hallucinatory illusion can then 
lead to the establishment of a normative system 
allowing people subject to hallucinations to ex-
change with their caregivers not by means of 
art-therapy, but by means of the shared control 
of sources of information on reality.
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