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Summary 
 
 
This thesis explores the concepts of immersion in a historical and 

contemporary context.  It introduces the idea that cave paintings and 

other historical spaces could be seen as immersive in nature and 

suggests that alternate spaces such as sound and rituals can also 

help to create the feelings of immersion.   

 

Throughout this thesis, the definition of immersion is malleable when 

considering these spaces with conclusions being drawn that suggest 

that immersion is more definable through means of an individual’s 

perception than physical space alone.    

 

The topics of mythology and social narrative are also discussed 

developing an idea that the Internet now plays an immersive role in the 

lives of many.  This allows for further discussion as to why we seek 

immersion in the present day.  

 

The thesis concludes by surmising that the role of immersion in our 

lives throughout time has been to seek a level of heightened collective 

consciousness on a personal level and that there are benefits and 

issues that surround immersive behaviours.  
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Introduction 

 

 ‘Experiencing the planetarium show within the body, as a form 

of virtual reality, was a way of explaining the verisimilitude’ (p. 

130)...‘This sense of seeing or feeling something that does not 

actually exist places the planetarium, cinema, and the séance 

into an interesting relationship…’ (Griffiths 2009, p122) 

 

In her book, Shivers Down Your Spine, Griffiths discusses a number of 

contemporary immersive spaces such as IMAX, theatre and planetariums, 

making note of our relationship to them and within them.  Interestingly, she 

doesn’t limit her explanation to physical space alone as she speaks of the 

séance.  This exploration of alternate non-physical spaces such as trance 

states, sound and ritual will be of significance throughout this discussion of 

immersion.  

 

To immerse, is to ‘plunge’, ‘submerge’, or to ‘absorb or involve deeply’ 

(Thompson 1996, p 439).  These words suggest a sense of total envelopment 

within something but are unspecific about exactly what.   In order to be 

submerged or absorbed there is a suggestion of physicality, space and 

participation.  Janet Murray expresses this well in her book Hamlet on the 

Holodeck: 

 

‘The experience of being transported to an elaborately 

simulated place is pleasurable in itself, regardless of the fantasy 
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content.  We refer to this experience as immersion.  Immersion 

is a metaphorical term derived from the physical experience of 

being submerged in water.  We seek the same feeling from the 

psychologically immersive experience that we do from a plunge 

in the ocean… the sensation of being surrounded by a 

completely different reality…that takes over all our attention, our 

whole perceptual apparatus.’ (Murray 1997, pp. 98-99) 

 

Murray’s viewpoint takes note of the psychological effects and feeling of being 

immersed, indicating that this possibly is the true nature of immersion as 

opposed to physical space. 

 

In recent years, immersion has been often associated with a variety of digital 

realms, from 3D cinema to computer games.  Although the discussion of 

immersive space is a relatively new idea, this thesis will argue that the 

creation of immersive environments has happened throughout history long 

before a digital realm existed, as a way of altering the architecture of a place 

but also the perception of the viewer.   

 

For example Griffiths (2009, p.16) suggests that, ‘the cathedral inscribes 

several themes…including spectatorship, immersion, the reenactment, virtual 

travel, visual excess, mimesis, the uncanny and death.’  Here observing that 

religious buildings can, from this point of view, be seen as immersive in 

nature. This discussion of a historical context for immersion as well as 

alternate created realities will be explored throughout this thesis.  Griffiths also 
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observes that there are physical and mental responses to the verisimilitude: 

the illusion of reality, leading us to question what is real within the space?  Are 

our responses to a situation we know to be false, any less real than within an 

experience in daily life? 

 

This discussion will attempt to address some of the issues that arise from our 

perception of reality within illusory spaces, and speculate as to why we strive 

to immerse ourselves in the first place.  

 

The use of the physical immersive spaces changes according to their 

purpose.  This study will discuss alternative definitions of immersive spaces to 

explore why we may choose the state of immersion. 

 

The first chapter will try to define immersive space by looking at various 

examples of immersion in history. 

 

The second and third chapters will then look into the non- architectural spaces 

of sound and ritual to explore their potential as immersive spaces.  The role of 

perception within these spaces will be expanded upon as well.  

 

The fourth chapter will look at contemporary examples of immersion and ritual 

behaviours surrounding social media.   Ideas of semiotics, media and 

narrative as well as post human ideas will be drawn upon to explore the 

effects of illusion and immersion upon us as individuals and collectively as a 

species.  
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It is the aim of this thesis that a better and more cohesive understanding of 

physical and non-physical immersion is achieved, giving us insight into the 

impact on human perception and behaviour. 
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1. A History of Immersion: Defining the 'Space' 

 

1.a. The Past 

 

‘In the cave, which is open at one end to the outside world, a 

group of people are chained by their necks and feet, facing 

an inner wall.  Trapped in this underground den since 

childhood, they experience the world only as “shadows of the 

images which the fire throws on the wall of the den.” …The 

inhabitants of the cave, in turn, will steadfastly refuse to 

believe in a world beyond the shadows of the cave.’ (Downes 

2005, p.117) 

 

Figure 1. Plato’s Cave 
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Plato’s Allegory of the Cave is an observation of the nature of reality and the 

limitations of perception when presented with only one version of reality.  It 

seems appropriate to begin with such a well known philosophical idea to step 

into a discussion of illusory space.  Not only does the allegory of the cave help 

us question our own sense of reality and environment, the cave setting is 

where this discussion begins.  

 

Given the wealth of cave paintings found around the world it would seem that 

there became a need (or desire) to illustrate the world that surrounded cave 

people.   The fact that the people of the time chose to create a way to 

represent a version of their own realities suggests a desire to create an 

alternate way of viewing that reality, one that is virtual, symbolic and 

immersive in quality due to their placements within caves.   

 

Figure 2.  Panel with Women-Bison.  

  

In the BBC Documentary, How Art Made the World (2005) Dr. Nigel Spivey 

discusses how and why cave paintings were made. He explores the common 
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idea that they represent hunting scenes as part of a ritual to help create 

successful future hunts.  But he then goes on to tell of evidence found, which 

establishes that the animals being depicted were not always related to diets of 

the communities at that time, large animals such as bison, horses and 

reindeer were represented but also “dots and lines” and “abstract shapes and 

patterns” (Fig. 2), indicating that the images were representing something 

other than daily life. This is also discussed in the book, The Shamans of 

Prehistory – Trance and Magic in the Painted Caves,  

 

‘the paintings and engravings do not depict animals that were 

hunted for food in a real landscape…They are there like visions 

that were sought in a subterranean spirit realm for their 

supernatural potency and the help that they could give shamans.’  

(Clottes and Williams 1996, p. 92)    

 

This becomes relevant to this discussion as we begin to see how far back 

representations of alternate realities and immersion were possibly taking 

place, both in representation through cave art and in how people were 

beginning to view their environments as areas for transformation as far back 

as the Paleolithic era. 

 

Expanding upon this initial point, the BBC documentary and the 

aforementioned book go on to state that there is a possible correlation made 

between modern day trance state visions of tribesmen and shamans, and the 

images being made.  It is also suggested that the reason why cave paintings 
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are often situated in virtually inaccessible areas is due to light deprivation 

playing a role in the creation of shamanic visions. 

 

‘There, in the darkness, they recreated their hallucinatory 

experience.’ (Clottes and Williams 1996, p. 92) 

 

‘The best explanation derives from the tiered shamanic 

cosmos…The walls, ceilings and floors of the cave were 

therefore little more than a thin membrane between themselves 

and the creature and happenings of the underworld.  The caves 

were awesome liminal places in which to be.  Literally, they took 

one into the underworld.  Perhaps one could say they caves 

were entrails of the underworld.’ (Clottes and Williams 1996, 

pp.85-86)   

 

This theory suggests that the art was made in correspondence with a more 

internal experience of a spirit realm than an outward experience of daily life.  

This explores the idea of immersion being based more on an internal 

experience rather than external physical environment that we respond to. The 

cave became an immersive canvas as well as the means to reach the 

immersed state, ‘the cave itself should be seen as an ensemble not so much 

of images, as of spaces differentiated by the performance of different rituals.’ 

(Clottes and Williams 1996, p. 82)   
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Figure 3. Burial Chamber 

 

 

Figure 4. The Great Pyramid 

 

Likewise, in Egypt there is a plentiful collection of wall art from the Ancient 

Egyptian people, some of it represents the environment that surrounded them 

but it was also used to illustrate an essence of illusion and mythology 
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representative of the passages of life.   An example of this is within burial 

tombs (Fig. 3), which were very often covered in stars and positioned in 

relation to constellations (Fig 4.).  

 

These decisions to illustrate a ceiling with stars, or represent the afterlife 

through art have a similarity to the cave painting depictions of trancelike 

states in that they relate to theories of ritual and magic in their purpose: to 

create or re-create an alternate reality; some to inform, some as part of the 

belief of the people.  In this sense, faith in the space or the representation is 

possibly another feature that is at the heart of immersion.  

 

Moving on to a more conventional religious setting, the Sistine Chapel’s 

ceiling was painted with the purpose of transporting the spectator to another 

place, to create an experience suitable to the religious structure. 

 

‘As  E t l i n  knows:  ‘ ‘The  phenomenological sense of 

passing into a spiritual realm is created by a complex 

orchestration of movement through space, which in turn 

involves pass ing  th rough  the  d iso r ien t ing  spaces . ’  

(T ru t t y -Cooh i l l  2005 ,  p .72)  

 

The author continues to describe Michelangelo’s creation as an ‘existential 

space’ and that, ‘His “illusion” depicts what was factual, but unseen by human 

eyes.’ (p. 72) The illusion is a defining aspect of any immersive space, as the 

purpose is in making real what is not, in a way that is believable to human 
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eyes or gives a sense of tangible ‘real’ experience.  In all these examples 

there is a sense of reverie attached to the spaces as well, giving a possible 

explanation for why representation and immersion have been an important 

feature throughout history, continuing today with mediums such cinema, 

planetariums and theatre.  Griffiths (2009, p.2) describes immersion as,   

 

 ‘the sensation of entering a space that immediately identifies 

itself as somehow separate from the world and then eschews 

conventional modes of spectatorship in favor of a more bodily 

participation in the experience’.  

 

Griffiths observes the perception of the spectator being an important factor, 

suggesting immersion is a choice of behaviour within a created world; she 

also recognises immersion to be a 'sensation' rather than the physical space 

itself.  The definition within virtual and illusory spaces adds further dimensions 

to the word immersion due to it involving a participatory connection, from the 

viewer, with an illusion, to have the effect of being enveloped within 

something else.  

 

This act of choosing the sensation is an element of what a spectator knows to 

be real or not.  The conscious or subconscious choice creates a distinction 

between what you know to be tangibly real and what you’re accepting as true 

within the context of the illusion.    Such as, when walking into a cathedral and 

feeling the sensation of wonder: is this due to the building or the spectator 
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herself reacting to a formulated space and projecting her personal beliefs onto 

it? 

   

On the one hand some physical spaces are constructed with the purpose of 

creating an immersive effect but the effect is only possible if the viewer 

chooses to participate, otherwise, the space is just a space.  

  

‘Once the illusory space is created it has such a psychological 

presence that it can almost divorce itself from the means of 

representation.’ (Murray 1997, p. 104) 

 

Is it from human participation, mentally and emotionally and perceptively, that 

allows for the immersive experience?  We are beginning to see that defining 

aspects of immersion appear to be in the human experience of individual 

perception as opposed to the space itself, but let us not dismiss the space as 

unimportant.  

 

 

1.b. The ‘Space’ 

 

As defined earlier, to be immersed, or submerged suggests a space in which 

that can occur.  So, the space itself becomes important to the process, in that 

it works as a co-creator with the participant involved. What Murray considers, 

though, is the psychological impact of the space, which is perhaps where the 
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true immersion lies.  The means by which someone becomes immersed 

differs; the ‘space’ may be physical, virtual, literal or figurative. 

 

Similarly to Murray’s suggestion, Frances Dyson (2009, p.1) states,  

 

‘By “being in,” rather than “looking at,” virtual environments, 

the viewer is said to occupy the space and time, the here and 

now, the virtual present of a separate but ontologically real 

space.’  

 

Explaining further about 'space' itself,  

 

‘Space acts as a pivotal element in the rhetorical architecture, 

since it provides a bridge between real and mythic spaces, 

such as the space of the screen, the space of the imagination, 

cosmic space, the literal, three dimensional physical space.  

Space implies the possibility of immersion, habitation, and 

phenomenal plentitude.’  

 

To extrapolate, it would appear that there is a necessity for space in order to 

conjure the feeling of immersion but the space itself isn't necessarily the thing 

that defines the immersive-ness of your experience.  It would seem that 

emphasis on the space itself has become progressively more important and 

prominent within the realm of immersion with examples of virtual reality 

gaming and 3D cinema technology developing rapidly in recent years. 
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Previously though, it was natural for our ancestors to be immersed within their 

environments.  Discussing the difference between audio and visual space, 

McLuhan addresses the past as a world without boundaries,  

 

‘Objects in the world resonated with each other.  For the 

caveman, the mountain Greek, the Indian hunter… the world 

was multicentrered and reverberating.  It was gyroscopic.  Life 

was like being in a sphere, 360 degrees without margins.’ 

(McLuhan 2004, p. 68). 

 

In this instance, we are made aware of the differences in perception between 

our ancestors and us. In creating boundaries we have created separate 

areas, which we can define as being immersive, thus creating the subject 

itself.  Before language and human invention, the world itself was immersive 

without need to label it as such.   Today, with the advancement of technology, 

the need to define and categorize our environments has led to carefully 

constructed virtual realities for social and entertainment purposes. 

 

‘Immersion is not a quality of the medium but of the 

spectator: it is a quality of experience based on one’s 

imaginative engagement in a particular situation.’ (Downes 

2005, p. 79) 

 

There does seem to be some significance placed on there being a space to 

engage with, but as Downes also iterates, more emphasis can be placed on 
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the perception of the individual within that space.  The combination of space 

and the individual’s perception co-create the feeling of immersion.  

 

As we shall see, space can be created by situations other than architecture; 

therefore it is the internal experience and perception of the individual that will 

dominate the definition used to describe immersion throughout.   

 

Our eyes are how we see our physical worlds; therefore it is through direct 

and peripheral stimulus sending signals to our brains in which we interpret 

and believe in our physical realities.  The significance of Plato’s cave 

suggests as much, further than this though, is the question it raises of what 

reality can be.  Images can be distorted and presented to us to create a 

desired effect within an immersive space but without the ability to turn our 

heads how do we even know it is immersive?  Is reality only what we can 

see?  Or is the belief in the illusion enough to create an alternate reality?   

 

Sound, on the other hand, encompasses our being, therefore has its own 

immersive quality. 
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2. Sound as an Immersive Environment 

 

2.a. Sound Surrounds 

 

‘There are no boundaries to sound.  We hear from all directions at 

once’  (McLuhan 2009, p.68) 

 

McLuhan clearly states the significance of sound’s distinct quality of being a 

surrounding sense.  This makes sound important as it expands our world 

outward in ‘all directions’ creating a sense of acoustic space.   Echoing 

McLuhan’s statement, Frances Dyson explores the concept that sound itself is 

one of the most immersive experiences we can have, as ‘Sound surrounds’. 

 

‘Three dimensional, interactive, and synthetic, perceived in the 

here and now of an embodied space, sound returns to the listener 

the very same qualities that media mediates: that feeling of being 

here and now, of experiencing oneself engulfed, enveloped, 

absorbed, enmeshed, in short, immersed in an environment.’ 

(Dyson 2009, p. 4) 

 

This statement reconfigures our ideas of what it is to be immersed in a space 

by the suggestion that sound becomes the space, creating an architecture of 

its own by its surround nature. Dyson shows how through listening we can 

create an environment around us not unlike visual mediation. However, it is a 

lot easier to be immersed by the sense of sound due to the simple nature of 
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human anatomy.   Our ears on either side of our heads make us binaural 

entities whereas our eyes only have peripheral vision at best; we have to turn 

our heads to get a sense of being visually surrounded.  Yet within a mass 

mediated world, society seems to rely far more upon visual stimuli than 

acoustic as McLuhan writes, ‘Most of the information we rely on comes 

through our eyes; our technology is arranged to heighten that effect.’ 

(McLuhan 2009, p. 68) 

 

In contrast to this Adorno (2009, p.74) suggests that listening is more ‘archaic’ 

compared to visual reactivity, due to the ear not keeping ‘pace with 

technology’.  He goes on to say that, ‘acoustical perception preserves 

comparably more traits of long bygone…collectives than optical perception.’  

Perhaps this is the strength of our ability to listen though, in the sense that we 

are remembering the past: personal (a mother’s heart beat) and historical (the 

beating of tribal drumming or choral singing) as well as being able to be 

present to what is surrounding us today.  Our sonic worlds help to shape how 

we feel and where we place ourselves within an environment.   Paraphrasing 

Adorno (2009, p.74), the sense of being part of a collective, ‘which is common 

to all music’ possibly stems from congregational singing or chanting.      
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Figure 5.(left) Church Arch.  Figure 6. (top right) Carapace.  Figure 7. (bottom 

right) Trance Festival. 

  

The architecture of churches were often designed in such a way to pronounce 

the sound of the choirs within them, to help the sound itself to add to the 

architecture and structure of grand arches (Fig 5.) and vast chambers being 

echoed upon.  These choices are no doubt an attempt to reach ‘God’, 

becoming closer to heaven through congregation, song and the buildings 

themselves.   Etymologically, the word ‘church’ simply translates as ‘of the 

Lord’ and, ‘called out or called forth’: this indicates that church itself 

fundamentally includes not just the physical building but the gathering of 

people with the same belief in a larger consciousness or higher entity in its 

meaning. 
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Where sound becomes the physical immersion, the individual could be said to 

create his/her own immersive experience internally. For instance, prayer, 

psalms, chants etc. have often been used as forms of meditation creating an 

internal experience of peace and possible inner vision and dialogue.  It is 

interesting to note that we use sound both to conjure the feeling of a collective 

consciousness and to create silence within.  Is it possible to define the 

purpose of immersion in a similar way?    

 

Often mantras are used to silence the mind in this way, something which the 

philosopher Heidegger explores and Dyson (2009) reinterprets when she 

paraphrases, ‘By entering the silence of the self and, in that silence and 

stillness, coming face-to face-with Being, it is possible…to approach death’.  

Suggesting a death of ego and personal worries to accomplish a state closer 

to a spiritual consciousness.  

 

Silence as sound is not a new concept, with much information researched on 

the subject by people such as John Cage (1998) and others, yet it’s important 

nonetheless in this discussion of immersion, as we begin to see that 

immersion becomes a personal process of perception.   Is it through silence 

that we begin to see immersion working: captivating the immersed in a trance 

like state to reach a state of heightened consciousness? 

 

As Aldridge (2006, p. 13) in Music and Altered States puts it, 'Many religions 

identify the ideal state as an altered state of consciousness: losing one's body 

and one's self, uniting with some sort of Divine Being.’  Again, is this the true 
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purpose of immersion, to connect with a collective consciousness?  Is music 

and sound yet another type of ‘space’ that enables that experience? 

 

2.b. Sound, Drugs and Trance 

 

From observing the sonic influence as a method of meditation it is possible to 

look towards the elements of ritual behaviour in this discussion of immersion.  

As seen in the initial chapter in the discussion of cave paintings being 

produced from trance like states, the observation of sound inducing trances 

seems relevant here also.  There are examples in today’s modern world 

where tribal societies still exist wherein chanting within ritual plays a large role 

in the behaviour that ensues. 

 

‘To the Mitsogho, the continuous musical support…and singing is 

essential for the initiation process.’ (Maas and Strubelt 2006, p. 

106). 

 

Often with the addition of hallucinogenic substances, shamans will begin to 

sing their interpretations of nature.  

 

‘Drugs were discovered in nature and cultivated for us by 

experienced shamans in initiation rites or for tribal festivities 

(Metzner 1992).  These drugs could be found by the wayside 

and used to promote rest or contemplation, cause thoughts to 

wander or dive into inner worlds, pose questions about the 
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nature of reality and help the brain to mature (McKenna 1992) 

or create an awareness of a hunger for knowledge.' (Fachner 

2006, pp. 84-85)   

 

There is a correlation between the past and contemporary society in this 

sense of becoming immersed through sound, dance and drugs: features of 

ritual throughout time.  The purpose of ritual is to induce trance, and the 

reason for music, to help the induction,  

 

'Trance is a context-dependent phenomenon relating to the 

cultural meaning of symbols and action during ceremonies.  

Every trance occurs in a ritual context and receives its power 

from the particular music used during the different progressions 

of such ceremonies.  The function of music is to provide 

atmosphere, to evoke identification processes in ceremony 

groups and to induce trance or to accompany or to lead a trance.' 

(Fachner 2006, p. 20) 

 

Induced trance states can also be found in contemporary Western 

culture when exploring rave culture and dance music (Fig. 7). The 

influence of drugs is also a familiar feature of the rave scene where 

the music is often found.  

 

‘the nature of enlightenment offered by the rave was actually 

quite straightforward.  “You go to a rave for the first time, take 
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Ecstasy, and you’re in this context of bright flashing lights, 

different sorts of images projected on the walls, crazily dressed 

people, normally dressed people…People you don’t know are 

smiling big at your. Everyone else is on E so there’s a huge bath 

of acceptance.  That’s a tremendous experience.’ (Reynolds 

1998, p.289) 

 

This modern experience has echoes of the past by creating a feeling of 

collective appreciation for one another and the environment.  The fact the 

experience is being had by many automatically has the effect of making it feel 

larger than the individual.  There are similarities to be found in the collective 

experiences of football matches and music concerts.  Music can create the 

space where no walls exist by immersing the listener in beats and drones not 

unlike they would have in the past.   

 

Music, in these environments, acts upon the body and is interpreted as 

movement, again alerting us to the sense of a collective among fellow 

listeners and to the individual internal experience, as Janet Murray suggests 

in Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997, p.99): 

 

‘Many people listen to music in this way, as a pleasurable 

drowning of the verbal parts of the brain.  But in a participatory 

medium, immersion implies learning to swim, to do things that the 

new environment makes possible.’ 
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Sound and music create that environment, liberating the listener to have 

their own experience within it, therefore individuals can have such 

different perspectives on music: 

 

‘not only do different people listen differently, but the very 

temporality of our presence in a place is a form of editing… Our 

idea of the sonic reality... is the sonic reality each one of us 

possesses.’ (Lopez 2009, p.85). 

 

This reviews the idea that the feeling of immersion depends on 

perception and our sense of reality. Within any environment, we can only 

be persuaded to feel the immersion if we allow ourselves to, yet it could 

be said that sound and music make this immersion easier.   

 

As suggested earlier, our interpretations of our sonic worlds still revert 

back to our past, attaching us to more primal parts of our psyche and 

allowing us more easily to become immersed within it.  The ritual, the 

church, the club – all have a strong relationship to sound and music; but 

are they simply physical housing for the sonic architecture already 

present?  
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3. The ‘Séance’  

 

3.a. Ritual, Religion and Magic as Immersion 

 

‘music is the fragile order of ritual and prayer’  

(Attali 2003, p.23)1 

 

As mentioned before, the ritualistic behaviours such as prayer and ceremony 

could equally be considered as a form of immersive experience as they 

transport the individual within a space of invoked imagination.   

 

 

Figure 8. Circle 4 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The statement from Attali also indicates another factor underlying a purpose of 
music and ritual, that of power and the politics and order of people within society.  	  
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It has been documented that within the realm of tribal ritual, magical and 

religious ceremonies that certain spaces are purposely created to define and 

specify more sacred ground or areas for transformation (Fig. 8), also achieved 

through sound and hallucinogens as we have seen.  But to draw a circle on 

the ground does not fundamentally change anything about an open space.  

What changes is the perception of the viewer thus invoking an experience of 

the imagination as part of greater collective ethos and set of beliefs. This 

relates back to the ideas of collective experience such as shamanic practice 

within caves as well as the rave culture discussed in the previous chapter.  It 

is through the perception of an individual, that a space can become a potential 

area of transformation or otherwise.  This brings with it the considerations that 

belief and faith have a role within this particular explanation of immersion. 

 

There is much evidence of tribal communities, throughout history to present 

day, using ritual and rites of passage with strong suggestion that they were 

used as way of accessing different worlds, and spirit realms.  As Hillis (2009, 

p. 50) says, ‘rituals allow participants to identify with a larger reality than 

themselves’.  This suggests a need to seek something more than the reality 

that exists already.  In regards to immersion and virtual reality, this statement 

could also help us understand why we still attempt to reenact this ideal in our 

lives today in other ways such as how we use the Internet to connect with a 

global community.  

 

‘Technology itself, for these individuals, approaches a material 

actualization of the ideal and performs sacred, even spiritual, 
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operations similar to those once revered for the sphere of 

religious practice.  Moreover, many networked settings occupy a 

place in the social imaginary somewhat akin to utopian, sacred 

disembodied spaces such as the Christian ideal of “the promised 

land.” ’ (Hillis 2009, p. 64) 

 

From past to present, the immersive process, as has previously been 

discussed seems to come from the sought experience of a different level of 

consciousness, whether this is God, spirits, a state of bliss or some other 

unexplainable heightened feeling of connection.    From the perspective of 

artists and creators, Ramey (2012) says, 

 

‘In experience of profound immersion, whether artists, 

thaumaturgical, theatrical, erotic, or meditations, zones of 

exchange are opened between otherwise fixed boundaries 

between self and world, human and animal, terrestrial and 

cosmic zones, and there are particular lines, shapes, colors, and 

textures that emerge to facilitate communication.’ (Ramey 2012, 

p.186) 

 

This sense of an exchange between worlds resonates with the ideas put 

forward about cave people using the surfaces of caves as illustrated gateways 

to shamanic states. Ramey goes on to say: 
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‘Perhaps part of why Deleuze and Guattari can claim to have discerned 

a level at which there is no distinction between the artificial and the 

natural, is that certain types of activity, from the work of art to the work 

of the shaman, can only be described in terms of transformations that 

occur at this level of abstract composition, on a kind of transversal 

plane cutting across nature and culture’ (Ramey 2012, p. 186) 

 

Applying this statement to virtual versus natural immersive environments, a 

conjecture could be made, which suggests that it makes no difference to the 

transformative power of the immersive space; each are pathways to the same 

end.  It is how we interpret the space and respond which defines the 

transformation that takes place.   

 

3.b. Myth Stories and Ritual 

 

Ideas of mythology reiterate the ideas of rites of passage and ritual, ‘It has 

always been the prime function of mythology and rite to supply the symbols 

that carry the human spirit forward.’ (Campbell 2008, p.7).  A common 

Jungian concept is that within myths are archetypes, symbols that have been 

used again and again to, on the one hand make familiar what is abstract, but 

on the other to create an alternate reality, somewhat like immersive spaces 

do.  

  

Stories can be seen as a form of illusion and virtual travel by their ability to 

carry an audience to believable fictional worlds.  Fictional and factual stories 



	   32	  

hold significance within our society in their ability to shape certain aspects of 

our perception of reality, hence its importance to this discussion.  

 

‘A good story serves the same purpose for adults, giving us 

something safely outside ourselves… upon which we can project 

our feelings’… ‘In order to sustain such powerful immersive 

trances, … we have to keep the virtual world “real” by keeping it 

“not there”.  We have to keep it balanced squarely on the 

enchanted threshold without letting it collapse onto either side.’ 

(Murray 1997, p.100) 

 

The concept of trance is reiterated here in the form of readers allowing 

themselves to be immersed in literature. Suggesting that a useful storytelling 

device is to create a space in which it becomes safe to immerse oneself in.  

Rituals contain similar indicators to enhance the feelings of immersion. 

 

 ‘ritual practice not only transforms the meaning of ordinary signs 

(gestures, objects, words “take on” new meaning), but gives 

these signs themselves a power they would not otherwise 

have’…’the signs of a ritual are meaningful only insofar as they 

mobilize the forces to which they refer, and insofar as those 

forces become present by transforming the meaning of signs…  

Such a complex milieu is precisely the space of ritual context and 

ritual purpose itself, a dynamic space and time that can be 

neither understood nor realized without activating relations of 
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signs and force outside the parameters of ordinary practice.’ 

(Ramey quoting Gil 2012 p. 198) 

 

According to this symbols become an important factor in ritual space.  

Symbols can be read on a different level than music or language and can help 

direct our feeling in the space.  The extensive study of semiotics has shown 

how we associate meaning to apparently disparate objects and symbols.   

 

From shamanic ritual practice to new technology-based media, 

representations/symbols have been used to create metaphors and meaning.  

Individuals could be said to disconnect from their ordinary surroundings in 

order to establish a connection with something other.  Creating an alternate 

space and time to facilitate a belief system beyond that which the outside 

world allows.   Murray (1997, p.110) continues,  

 

‘We do not “suspend” disbelief so much as we actively create 

belief. Because of our desire to experience immersion, we 

focus our attention on the enveloping world and we use our 

intelligence to reinforce rather than question the reality of the 

experience.’   

 

Is this where immersion can become potentially detrimental to us though? 

Within the immersive experience, our distinction of what is real could become 

ambiguous and untrustworthy.  Are the feelings experienced within an 

imaginary space any less real than in conscious daily life?  Perhaps by 
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allowing the enhancement of our own beliefs within alternate spaces our 

feelings can become heightened and so our sense of reality feels clearer. 

 

3.c. Ritual in a Contemporary Setting 

 

To readdress the connection between music, hallucinogens and immersion, 

similarities between ritual, tribal behaviours and contemporary society can be 

proposed.  The use of hallucinogens, combined with music and dance is 

evident in the rave scene with the effect of having, for some, enlightened 

experiences.  Often bringing about the feeling of something more than usual 

reality by being part of a collective experience. ‘you bond with the gang you 

came in with, but also people you never met… Part of what makes the classic 

rave experience so rewarding and so addictive are the “superficial” but 

touching rituals of sharing water, shaking hands [etc.].’ (Reynolds S, 1998, p. 

xxv.) 

 

The rituals may not be exactly the same but they are possibly inducing similar 

effects of immersion, ‘You feel like you’re dancing inside the music; sound 

becomes a fluid medium in which you’re immersed.’ (Reynolds 1998, p.xxvi.).  

These are positive responses to the feeling of immersion within that particular 

environment, giving us a better understanding for why people choose this 

state.  Different contemporary immersive experiences may create negative 

consequences of escapism or a desire to not participate in daily life. 
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Is this desire for transformation still something we seek?  What sorts of 

transformation do we wish to achieve by participating in an immersive 

experience?  As humans, we have always found ways to immerse ourselves 

in something else other than the reality we live, through drugs, storytelling, 

theatre, art and more recently the Internet.   

 

‘There is no compelling reason why a ritual need always be 

religious in nature.  Neither…for why a ritual cannot be an 

individual public or private act, or why rituals cannot be mobile.’  

(Hillis 2009, p.48) 

 

With an increase in mobile technology such as electronic tablets, Kindles and 

mobile phones, our habits and rituals of social interaction, reading etc. can be 

more readily taken with us.  Do we have an innate need to create ritual, to be 

encompassed by the feeling of a collective purpose?  If we can see that ritual 

in the past and within religion has been to summon something greater than 

our own mortality i.e God or Spirits; is it possible to see us recreating this 

effect in our modern worlds?  With a decrease in spiritual or religious belief, 

which in the past would be used to regulate society, perhaps individuals are 

seeking a similar feeling of community from elsewhere such as the Internet as 

a new form of being part of something larger than themselves. 
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4.  Immersed in Social Networks and Narratives 

 

4.a.  The Social Network 

 

With computer technology advancing so rapidly we are becoming less 

conscious of the immersive nature of the virtual space, as it becomes part of 

'normal' life.  We are now using social networking as we may have done 

social events taking place in physical space: World of Warcraft, Second Life 

and Facebook are examples of this happening. Within these examples, the 

idea of ritual continues in the realm of the World Wide Web,  

 

‘the desire for a spirit world…manifests itself through digital 

allegory…This insensible world, rendered graphic on the Web, has 

become, for those participating seekers, quite experientially real.’… ‘In 

many ways the Web is the building of what once would have been 

called a Magic act.’ (Hillis 2009, pp.66-67). 

 

Hillis makes a clear point about how our behaviours with the Internet today 

have quite possibly grown out of ritualistic behaviours of the past, suggesting 

that we still seek a manifestation of something spiritual in nature by 

participating in larger collective behaviour. He also notices how interaction 

with an online environment has changed what we consider to be real 

experientially.   
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Through the Internet we have become increasingly electronically connected 

with one another as it has become one of the most immersive environments 

due to its ability to satisfy multiple needs and communications in various 

ways; allowing its users to engulf themselves in whatever media they wish.  

The Internet's accessibility makes it a unique experience for each individual, 

customisable to their needs whilst allowing interaction with others. This 

simultaneous individual and collective experience echoes what this thesis has 

covered through ritual, music, religion: that we seek to be part of something 

larger than ourselves whilst having a personalized experience. It could be said 

that, the Internet has made manifest the concept of a global consciousness.  

 

4.b.  The Social Narrative 

 

‘Society was there before you, it is there after you are gone, and 

you are a member of it.  The myths that link you to your social 

group, the tribal myths, affirm that you are an organ of a larger 

organism, which is the landscape, the world in which the tribe 

moves.  The main theme in ritual is the linking of the individual to 

a larger morphological structure than that of his own physical 

body.’ (Campbell 1988, p. 72) 

 

In the Power of Myth, Campbell seems to somewhat disregard the 

importance of the individual for a view of a bigger picture of humanity.  

The statement indicates a view whereby being part of a collective is the 

natural order of things for society, making the suggestion that we are 
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part of a larger entity rather than the importance being on the 

individuals. Myths and stories help to maintain this sense of the 

collective, making them important to how we see our realities.  Similarly 

Downes suggests, 

 

‘Narrative is an important facet of social reality.  Narrative helps 

construct the social, since it defines a coherent world within 

which social action occur… People share experiences, thereby 

building group consciousness, and it is by way of this process 

that a group creates social reality.’ (Downes 2005, p. 83) 

 

This makes it even clearer that narrative is part of every day not just theatrical 

and artistic spaces.  We are participants in life, therefore participants in a 

constructed reality.   One might say, given the progression of mediation, a 

virtual reality exists around us at all times with billboards, twenty-four hour 

television etc.  Therefore, are we simply immersed wherever we are?  Not 

unlike the boundless environment of the caveman, immersion no longer is an 

experience singled out by specific areas. With the onset of the Internet, a 

globally connected world was created, and in its wake, an immersive 

environment that is much more difficult to define a boundary to, due to 

multiple participants co-creating the environment simultaneously. 
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4.c.  The Post-human Condition and Gaia Theory 

 

The Post-human Condition discusses our evolution as humans within a 

contemporary setting and how we interact with our environments, 

 

'…there are no absolute separations or divisions between any 

"things", as between our selves and the environment.  In act, 

the self and the environment are more accurately conceived 

as one continuous whole rather than as being divorced or 

disconnected.' (Pepperell 1995, p. 15)   

 

Pepperell makes an interesting conjecture that humans are connected to their 

environments inevitably by observing the fluidity that exists among all matter 

rather than the difference. This theory of unity is discussed in many sources of 

literature among quantum physics as well as modern books on music; 

fascinating authors from all academic disciplines.  Posthuman theories differ 

in that they address the interaction between human and new technologies 

with more focus on the natural progression of our species.   

 

To look at virtual worlds from a Post-human perspective, they become just as 

real as the natural world we live in, as the technology is seen as an extension 

of ourselves.  It is within human nature to be already connected as 'one 

continuous whole' (Pepperell 1995, p.15).  The relevance to the discussion 

here, though, is the concept that we are immersed in our own lives at all 

times.  The labelling of immersive space becomes less necessary in a world 
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in which we are constantly immersed already, quite as it did in prehistoric time 

where no definition was made.   In some ways, the technology that provides 

communication and connections with others and ourselves, simply helps to 

represent an already existing foundation of the natural world in a visible way.   

 

Our technology is paralleling our actual lives in a symbiotic way; it echoes the 

connection we have always had with the natural world, in that without one the 

other could not exist. Social interaction is so dominated by media and the 

Internet that certain social behaviours could not exist without it.  The problem 

lies in relying too much on illusory spaces created; our reliance could create 

bonds and possible destruction of previous social systems.  Another problem 

of this natural technological progression is the lack of consciousness that may 

also manifest.   

 

'If Gaia exists, the relationship between her and man, a dominant 

animal species in the complex living system, and the possibly 

shifting balance of power between them, are questions of 

obvious importance' (Lovelock 2000, p. 11) 

 

Gaia hypothesis understands the planet as a living entity in an attempt to 

show how we are also part of an ongoing symbiotic evolution.  Whilst we are 

somewhat aware of the natural world, we also are partaking in a manmade 

created world and further still, a digital world in which we participate.   These 

are all immersive physical environments but it is how we engage with and 
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interpret each and as part of our individuated reality, that we create our own 

feelings of immersion within them.  

 

'From a classical (even cybernetic) perspective, technology is an 

extension of the body.  It is the functional sophistication of a 

human organism that permits it to be equal to nature and to inset 

triumphal in nature.  From Marx to McLuhan, the same 

functionalist vision of machines and language: they are relays, 

extensions, media mediators of nature ideally destined to 

become the organic body man. In this "rational" perspective the 

body itself is nothing but a medium' (Baudrillard 1994, p. 111) 

 

Supporting this idea that we are somehow connected, similar to the 

Posthuman view, Baudrillard’s statement also brings about the idea of man as 

material, as a ‘medium’, as a cog in the technology.  When thinking of bodily 

responses to our perceptions of reality, could it be said that the feeling of 

immersion is no more than an insignificant response programmed and 

conditioned within the greater machine of society and its influences?   

 

Reality becomes abstract simply by its obsoleteness when describing a 

species as no more than ‘a medium’.   Yet, it is a valid theory.  As we have 

seen, it is through story and narrative that we can create meaning. But why?  

It is, ‘believed that individuals, as part of the social collective, need some form 

of faith in order to bear their own mortality.  He turned to the possibility that 

rituals, repeated over time, could serve as a principle functional means of 
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inducing and maintain group cohesion and social comity.’(Hillis 2009, p.50)  

We choose the state of immersion, or faith in feeling, possibly to aid our 

humanity; for without the sense of meaning and purpose, a sense of apathy 

could override.  Having a perception and belief in reality, by immersing 

ourselves into whichever choices we make, is to create narrative and thus 

create meaning.   

 

4.d.  Redefining Hyperreality – Baudrillard, Planetariums and Raves. 

 

It is important to note that within society we are also placed in a situation of 

manipulative immersion through media and Baudrillard’s hyperrealism, 

making it difficult to determine what is real and what is not.  

 

The term ‘hyper-reality’ is most often associated with Baudrilliard’s (1994, p.2) 

theories of semiotics, symbols and the mediated world where he states, ‘it is 

no longer really the real, because no imaginary envelops it anymore.  It is 

hyperreal,’ By this, he suggests that we have distanced ourselves so far from 

an original reality that we have created a new reality from signs and 

simulations, to the extent that we believe the new reality: the hyperreality. 

Described more simply by Woolley (1992, p.198): ‘In the first stage, the sign 

reflects a basic reality, in the second, it hides that reality, and in the third it 

hides the absence of that reality.’  

 

This commentary of media; the use of semiotics, signs and representations as 

the most common ways in which a mediated society communicates, although 
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only one theory, can certainly be seen in contemporary platforms such as 

television, advertising, music. 

 

In the context of this discussion on immersion and reality, we will turn briefly 

to the planetarium space to re-consider how the term ‘hyper-real’ could be 

applied instead:  

 

‘Experiencing the planetarium show within the body, as a form of 

virtual reality, was a way of explaining the verisimilitude’ (Griffiths 

2009, p. 130) 

 

A planetarium’s content has traditionally contained accurately rendered 

astronomy maps of the night sky with the purpose focused on educating the 

audience by immersing them in artificial darkness and showing pinpoints of 

light to represent the placement of stars and having an audio narration.  There 

is a big difference between this type of visual representation and cinema in 

that, it is employing representation to render the sky (Griffiths 2009, p.126), 

based on factual information that astronomy has established.  In this instance 

an audience is able to see a reality we know to exist via advanced technology 

yet cannot possibly see with our own eyes due to visual limitations and light 

pollution from our own planet.  In this sense, planetariums are representing a 

hyper-reality, but not by the same definition as Baudrillard. 

 

What is interesting about the planetarium space is that, although its 

characteristics are similar to other immersive environments: a large screen, 
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surround sound, representational imagery creating an illusion, the creative act 

of immersion, in this case, may be of more benefit to our species as it 

explores the universe beyond what the eyes can naturally see; therefore 

creating a potentially broader visual reality and greater sense of immersion 

within our physical world than other media portrays.  Griffiths (2009, p.131) 

quoting here the Director of the Royal Danish Observatory: 

 

‘ “no description, no photograph, no drawing can possibly 

reproduce the overwhelming impression made by a 

demonstration in a…planetarium” ’ 

 

This sense of wonder and ‘embodiment’ sets the planetarium spaces apart 

from other contemporary virtual spaces; they possibly make a greater 

connection with spiritual buildings such a churches and temples than cinema 

or theatre due to this.  Planetariums manage to encapsulate education, 

narrative, theatre, and film within one space, they may be the nearest to a 

modern day man made cave that we have; enveloping its audience in 

darkness and revealing representations of the stars to create a ‘sense of 

being immersed’ (Griffiths 2009, p.131). 

 

When speaking of the hyper real in this sense, a correlation can now be made 

between what the planetarium achieves through technology, and what the 

shaman or raver experiences through drug intake: 
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‘There’s a sense of hyper-real immediacy, cleansed perceptions, 

the recovery of a child-like amazement at the here-and-now.  

This feeling of gnosis – being in the know, living in the now – 

can launch some ecstasy initiates on a journey of spiritual 

discovery beyond recreational drug use.’ (Reynolds, S 1998, 

p.xxvii)  

 

An interesting connection given their seemingly separate areas of study, it is 

yet more evidence of immersion being an experiential part of a person’s 

perception.  It shows how there are obviously different ways to achieve that 

feeling, yet the outcome or purpose seems to strive for a similar idea: to find 

clarity of perception, to learn more about our own purpose of existence.  

Whether we immerse ourselves in, sound, or visuals, or through darkness, 

silence, or drugs, becomes less relevant once the state is achieved, we have 

become immersed through external means altering our perception to a level 

not easily found in daily life.   

 

Put this way, the act of immersing oneself within physical environment to gain 

greater understanding of an internal immersive experience would suggest a 

benefit to humans.   
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Conclusion 

 

Immersive environments allow us to connect with each other but also with 

ourselves by digging into the human psyche and asking the question, what is 

real? It is through the illusion of reality that a spectator is placed in a 

significant and personal experience of immersion where they are able to 

answer it for themselves.  

 

This thesis has discussed many ways in which we have immersed ourselves 

throughout history.  First looking at cave art uncovering information, which 

extrapolates that as far back as Paleolithic times, the people of that time were 

representing alternate realities, thought to be induced by shamanistic 

behaviours and/or light deprivation.   

 

Further exploration into ritual, both historically and contemporary examples, 

showed how with the use of music, movement and drugs, immersion has 

been possible bringing about suggestions as to why we seek the state of 

being immersed in the first place.   Combining research of sound as 

immersion and ritual as immersion it was proposed that people seek a sense 

of heightened consciousness to perhaps understand their realities further. 

 

From this understanding the thesis turned its attention to the Internet as a 

form of immersion suggesting that we still seek to understand ourselves 

through ritualistic behaviours, looking at the Internet and the social network as 

a form of global collectivity and online society. 
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The idea of being connected is furthered when looking at contemporary ideas 

of Posthumanism and Gaia theory which both, in different ways; suggest our 

ongoing symbiosis with the world around us.  From this view, immersion 

begins to look as it once did at the beginning of time: as somewhat non-

existent due to our whole world becoming immersive both technologically and 

naturally.   

 

In the past, religions and other forms of spirituality were our ritual and our 

community.  Within a contemporary, technological world we still strive for our 

place within a collective. Now there is much more significance placed upon 

technology: logging on, plugging in, a digital Web connecting the community.  

 

Early on in the thesis’ research it was found that individuals’ perception played 

a significant role in the experience.   Yet, the act of becoming immersed in the 

past was more of a personal choice e.g. drug intake, storytelling etc.: making 

immersion a conscious act.  As technology advances, though, our choices are 

becoming less conscious and the distinction between what is real and what is 

illusory is less clear due to media manipulations.  Further exploration into new 

media and the effect of this in regards to our perceptions of reality, would 

inform additional discussion into the subject of contemporary immersion in the 

future. 

 

It remains to be seen whether this sort of electronic connectivity is ultimately 

beneficial or detrimental to us. What does remain, though, is our desire to 
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keep seeking.  By allowing ourselves to be immersed we can discover more 

about ourselves as we begin to perceive a connection with others and the 

world around us through whichever means we choose. 
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