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Abstract 

Dystopia is an art installation that illustrates an ephemeral experience of ecstasy--a journey of the 

mind away from the body--as a fragmentation of the self.  

Immersed in an altered live sound environment, the viewer explores and tries to grasp the limits 

of perception, and discovers the invisible boundary between fantasy and reality. 

 

 

Concept 

Where is the boundary between fantasy and reality?  

In very different ways, we all explore the boundary between fantasy and reality (the world of 

dreams, taking drugs, having psychological disorders, etc…), and try to decipher their ambiguity. 

This by itself is a travel out of reality, a discovery of new worlds, a mind-blogging experience 

that will have, as Timothy Leary preached, lasting benefits in self-achievement and 

understanding, as well as knowledge of one’s surroundings in everyday life. 

By escaping from reality, you rediscover the world with different eye and conception, and of 

course, a more refreshed mind, while keeping these experimentations rare, avoiding to fall into a 

perpetual fantasy extreme, thus always profiting from the appositive side: reality. 

If you continually take drugs, you become addicted. If you allow yourself to fall into depression, 

you might develop mental disorders. 

In order to steer clear of the disillusion that ensues these experiences and because the human 

existence and the state of ecstasy are so contrasted, and when after you have reached altered 

states of consciousness you should be wary of the brutal return journey into reality, and that is 

when reality becomes dull and morose. 



  3 

 

As John C. Lilly observed:“ If you get into these spaces [non-ordinary states of consciousness] 

at all, you must forget about them when you come back. You must forget you're omnipotent and 

omniscient and take the game seriously so you'll engage in sex, have children, and participate in 

the whole human scenario. When you come back from a deep tank session -- or a coma or 

psychosis -- there's always this extraterrestrial feeling. You have to read the directions in the 

glove compartment so you can run the human vehicle once more.”1 

 

The quest of Ecstasy mutates into Dystopia of our reality. 

Those two worlds will meet upon the installation “Dystopia” and then their fragile limit shall and 

will emerge. 

 

 

Domains 

The concept of ecstasy and artificial paradise exist since the beginning of time. 

In Arts or in Literature, Ecstasy has evolved from the state of rapture to the state of the sublime, 

as always depicted in paintings or in writings. It is omnipresent in Religion as well. It is 

everywhere in human life, as in sex or while drinking alcohol. Psychoanalysts tried to determine 

and exploit other states of consciousness. But, the human brain remains the inexplicable mystery 

up until now. 

 

The altered state of consciousness you reach with imaginative, artificial, fictitious, and elusive 

                                                        
1 Lilly, J. C. & Gold, E. J. (1995). Tanks for the Memories: Floatation Tank Talks. Nevada City, CA: Gateways. Source: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_C._Lilly#cite_note-float-7 
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paradise meets the ones mentally disordered people have in the fragmentation of the self and 

being necessary those further states.  

They are, as described previously, a breaking-out of your own body, a sense of floatation, a 

journey of the mind away of the body. 

 

In a constant quest of reality and human essence, John C. Lilly created in 1954 his first “Isolation 

tank,” where the subject, starting with himself, floated for a couple of hours on salted water, in 

sensory depravation. He then pursued his research in the tank with LSD. 

The journey of the isolation tank was intense with hallucinations, revelations, and also deep 

relaxation. 
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2 2 John Bryson, Time & Life Pictures, Getty Images. “John C. Lilly [& Wife #3]” (image). Available from: Time & Life Pictures  
< http://www.life.com/image/50369659> 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These concepts meet in the following domains. 

 

 

 

My thesis questions young people of my generation, from 20 to 30, on their conception of life 

and choices they make. Still independent but still preparing to make their choices towards a 

certain path and model of life, it is the last years of experimentations and preparation before 

encountering the various pressures of everyday life. In a society of complex economic and 

environmental crisis, war, the chance of craving the comfort of an artificial paradise is tempting. 

psychology
associative/dissociative 

disorders

Hippie 
generation

immersive - 
experimental

art&music
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The hippie generation experienced a similar pressure in their somehow confined society and 

proceeded to express their messages of piece and love, through openness, communication., and 

reaching out.  

Their revolution for an alternative way of life, a search of nature and human essence appear to 

have been forgotten today. Everyone seems to agree they must fit in our consumption society 

even thought the same existential quest persists.  

 

Before them, American transcendentalists felt the urge of getting back to the roots when our 

contemporary society first started with industrialization. 

In Walden, Thoreau experiences two years in communion with nature, but eventually returns 

back to civilization because of the lack of human interaction. 

. 

 

If the essence of life, as he presumed, is communication, where do we stand in our society?  

Do we have to play the role of being happy to stay sane? 

Are there any answers in artificial paradises? 

Are we to stubborn not to try to reach other states of consciousness? 

What are the special abilities of people with mental disorders? 

What is the place of Ecstasy in our lives? 

Are hallucinations a trick of our brain or are they hidden bits of reality? 

Do we need to open our perception to have a better knowledge of life? 

 

 



  7 

Prototyping/Methodology 

In my design process, I have been with the same methodology as the Bauhaus movement: 

Exploring all kinds of art, with a will to merge all kinds of applied arts (architecture, design, 

photography, music), and Fine Arts (performance, sculpture), to find the best way to create an 

immersive environment. 

I tried different tools and ideas around the same concept to investigate which one would fit best 

this concept, and express the abstract and large idea of mind travelling. 

 

For that, I took two different paths with the idea of fragmentation of reality to reach or express  

altered states of consciousness :  

- the fragmentation of the body  

- the fragmentation of the reflection of reality 

 

Below is a diagram showing my prototyping process. I started working intuitively around the 

utopian idea of altered states, by testing out different tools to alter our perception of reality.  

I then narrowed down my thesis concept around the boundary between fantasy and reality, the 

moment when the mind breaks out of the body, the fragmentation of the self. This turn opened 

my research to psychiatry, and to the actual dystopia coming out of altered states. In my 

following prototypes, from the “mirrored bed” to the “head pieces,” I focused on this disillusion, 

this contrast between an ideal world you discover but then instantly fall back again into everyday 

reality.  
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Animations projected on my body 
to place it in another reality

Casting myself to literally break out of my own  
body by staging "symphonic explosions".

The "mirrored bed", an organic structure made out 
of fragmented mirrors. The surrounding sound is 
altered in the inside of the bed.

Microphones implemented in headphones: 
The viewer travels in the space experiencing 
a iive alteration of reality.

Using mirrors to open up the 
perception of my body

TRAVELLING THROUGH REALITY:
Head pieces equipped with 
microphones (binaural?)  and 
lenses distorting reality.

STEPPING IN ANOTHER 
REALITY:
Immersive installation using 
auditory and visual effects 
(projections or mirrors).

Researching shapes in nature that 
would express altered states.

Fragmenting mirrors to create 
visual sculptures that splitter 
the reflection of reality

Fragmentation of the body: 
visual expressions heading 
towards a performance piece

FUTURE STEPS: hearing and seeing

Fragmentation of the reality: 
an immersive installation

Dystopia - The fragmentation of the self: 
the desillusion that comes as a result of experiencing altered states
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Throughout my process, my prototypes aimed to answer different personal questions: 

Fragmentation of the body: 

- Where is the boundary between fantasy and reality? 

 

3 

Materials: Acrylic semi-transparent mirrored sheet, acrylic red mirrored sheet. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 photos by Collin Lafleche  



  10 

- What are the secret mechanisms of perception? 

4  

 

Materials: Flash animations, LCD projector. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
4 photos by Collin Lafleche 
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- How to break out of one’s body to reach altered states? 

 

5 

 

 

Materials: Plaster 

 

An attempt to literally break out of my own body. The goal was to create explosions of my 

plaster casts, but the idea wasn’t followed until the end.  

 

 

 

                                                        
5 Photo by Collin Lafleche 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Fragmentation of reality: 

- How to alter our perception of the world to reach this other reality? 

 

 

Materials: Acrylic red mirrored sheet. 
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- What shape would have this invisible boundary between fantasy and reality? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Materials: Acrylic semi-opaque mirrored sheet, grey Plexiglas. 

-  
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The “Mirrored Bed”, another reality in our reality. 

The structure is a physical manifestation, a reflection of the fragmentation of the self. It shows 

the dissociation in the unified whole of the bed. It would be made out of semi-opaque mirror, 

transparent from the inside and mirrored from the outside. The viewer inside is in the comfort of 

the whole, separated by glass but confronted to the outside world. Speakers would be 

implemented inside, altering the surrounding live sound. 

After showing my prototype, I realized that the viewers were more dragged into the sound part 

than into the shape itself.  

They enjoyed the overall structure but had an instant response to the sound. Thus, the structure 

seemed less meaningful for my concept. 

6 

7 

 
                                                        
6 Maquette of the bed structure made out of mirrored paper and cardboard. 
7 User scenario showing the inside view, with a red version of the mirror. 
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“ Altered sound” 

While creating the sound implementation for the mirrored bed, I got very interested on the 

immersive power of sound. With Max/Msp, I created a distortion of the live sound. Multiplying 

the sound input and outputting it with different delays, the patch received this feedback on four 

different user testing: 

- Looks like another universe, a parallel world 

- It intensifies emotions 

- You don't want to go out of it 

- When you remove it everything sounds flat 

- Sounds mysterious 

- Accentuates everything 

- You want to hear different sounds in this way (running water, wind) 

- Everything said sounds holy= more important. It's like god's voices 

- Disorienting 

- It's like feeling dead 

- In a movie if someone had just died and would be in a place between heaven and hell it would 

sound like that 

- It'd be pretty funny to watch people talking to each other with the headphones on. 

- Having everyone at the same time in the opening wearing them 

- Usually you never hear your voice immediately 

- Makes you much more aware of silence 

- Sounds don't sound real, your own voice sounds unreal= disembodied 

- Shows 2 ideas: yourself and everything outside of yourself 
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Advise for next steps: 

- It needs another component to make it a full experience. That's why the space of a room can be 

interesting. The sound would be muffled, more like a romantic nostalgic experience.  

- It is too immediate, lacks history. 

 

Therefore, I started thinking about the opportunities that sound offers, and will test different 

delays or sound effect. I need now to redefine the experience I want from the user to be able to 

use sound efficiently. 

For now, after the user testing, I thought about different implementation for the sound: 

 

1. Having a conversation between two people where the sound is altered, and observing the 

difficulty of communicating they might have. 
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2. Having multiple people in the same visual environment, talking together. The sound and the 

visuals on the surface of the space would recall altered states.  

 

 

 

 

3. Having a path where the viewers wander in and discover different sound effects or qualities. 
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4. At the opening of the exhibition, or during the whole time of the exhibition, viewers will put 

headpieces and experience the reality differently. This iteration allows them to walk freely in the 

space, and have their personal interaction with the environment. The sound could be more or less 

delayed in time, accentuate very low noises you would never hear, or displace noise from 

another part of the space. 
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Precedents 

Throughout my process, I have been influenced by several artists, thinkers or researchers. 

Here are some artists, listed by conceptual paths that I have taken according to my prototypes.  

 

The body: 

In her work, Pipilotti Rist works with her own body to explore the limits of our perception.  

Her installations work along with her videos to surprise the viewer, or expand his vision of 

reality.   

8  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
8 Pipilotti Rist, Related Legs (Yokohama Dandelions), 2001. Audio-video installation. Installation view, Yokohama Triennale, 
Yokohama/JP.Photo: Mikio Kurokawa. Reproduced from Hauser & Wirth,  http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/25/pipilotti-rist/images-clips/49/  
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Surfaces and spaces: 

Working with semi-opaque mirrors and reflection in urban spaces as a mean to reveal the private 

self to the social, public environment. 

The spaces he creates merge our reflection our surroundings, creating an imaginary space in our 

reality. Fragmenting time in his video installations to question our own time and space.  

9 

10 

 

 

 

                                                        
9 Dan Graham, Fun House für Münster, 1997. Photo: Rudolf Frieling | © Dan Graham. Reproduced from Medien Kunst Netz: 
http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/werke/funhouse/  
10 Dan Graham, Present Continuous Past(s), 1974 sketch, © Dan Graham. Reproduced from 
http://people.brunel.ac.uk/bst/vol05/elenacologni.html  
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Sound as an immersive environment: 

A disorienting sound and light environment. 

“each frequency has its own points of resonance and non-resonance in the room (points of 

loudness and softness). The lowest frequencies have long wavelengths and you need to take a 

walk to experience the differences in the loudness of that frequency. The highest frequencies 

have such short wavelengths that simply by moving the head a ‘millinothing,’ the difference in 

loudness can be observed.” explains Young. 

11 

 

 

                                                        
11 Marian Zazeela, Dream House Variation I, 1989, Neon. Ruine Window, 1992, sculpture from Still Light. Imagic Light, 1993, installation from 
Light. Magenta Day / Magenta Night, environment. Realization Church Street, 3rd Floor, 1993. 
La Monte Young, The Base 9:7:4 Symmetry in Prime Time, 1991 – Present NYC. 
Dream House Production, MELA Foundation, New York, under a commission from Heiner and Fariha Friedrich. 1993 installation production. 
Reproduced from MELA Foudation, http://melafoundation.org/dream02.htm  
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Presentation feedback 

The critiques during my presentation were Benton C. Bainbridge, Stefan Agamanolis and Mike 

Edwards. 

 

In the overall, they understood my concept, and enjoyed seeing the various iterations I created. 

My presentation was showing my whole process, as well as my new ideas for the future steps. 

They agreed that the sound should be a major part of my project, but weren’t sure if it had to be 

itself.  

The “Body projections” and the “Broken mirrors” dragged them in my project, and pleased them 

conceptually and visually. 

But they wanted to see how I can improve them and merge them with the sound part. In fact, 

they thought that the altered sound would be more powerful. 

Critiques also gave me different options to improve the altered sound to make them even more 

disorienting :  

- play more with different delays 

- make small sounds louder 

- add a visual part to the experience 

- try binaural microphones 
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Evaluation and Next Steps 

By looking at the boundary between fantasy and reality as my main thesis question until now, I 

explored different artifacts to alter our perception of reality, and learn better what disconnects us 

from our world, what would look or feel unreal. 

 

After making the sound part of my design, two main questions arose: 

 First, can sound alone be enough to create a disorienting experience for the viewer?  

And secondly, how can I alter the live sound you hear with the reality you see to more rigorously 

explore the boundary between fantasy and reality, sanity and insanity? 

 

In my domain of dissociative disorders, the main issues at hand are understanding: how the brain 

functions and when patients pass the boundary between normal reality and other states of 

consciousness; what those states might be; and how to express them artistically. I also have yet 

to decide whether to stay general in this domain, or explore one specific disorder. 

As for my thesis itself, I need to find a way to link those disorders with the idea of ecstasy to 

reach an ideal world, and the disillusion that results from those experiences when one comes 

back to their senses. 

 

After user testing and showing the visual prototypes I created, I realized that people were 

dragged into sound easily and had strong reactions to it. Some felt unease and wanted to remove 

it directly, and some were drawn to it. But it was not enough by itself. They wanted to have the 

visual environments I created merged with it to be more immersed in the experience.  
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The visual component could be added to headpieces, or it could be part of a whole installation. 

Furthermore, they wanted to have other disorienting experiences with sound: playing with the 

delay, hearing some sound you would never hear, or displacing sound. 

 

How can sound and visuals from reality evolve to call other states of consciousness? 

What are the possibilities offered by sound to revolutionize our perception of it? 

I now have to rethink the experience I want from the viewer, and to decide whether I want him to 

enter the new world of my creation or continue mutating corporeality. 

I have to continuing researching and experimenting with sound to explore the possibilities it 

offers.  

I also need to research more into psychiatry, especially dissociative disorders, to learn about their 

origins, facts, and consequences. 
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