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NOTES TOWARDS A MEDIA 
THEORY OF DREAMING

Jason Abdelhadi

Still from the film Conspirators of Pleasure by Jan Švankmajer (1996)

Still from the TV series On the Air (1983)

Dreamdew
The discarnate TV user lives in a 

world between fantasy and dream, and is 
in a typically hypnotic state which is the 
ultimate form and level of participation.

—Marshall McLuhan

A dream somewhere in Toronto. I am 
watching a found footage cassette on 
a VCR. This cassette is special; when 
played it shows the point of view of 
you yourself. It is as if YOU were the 
TV watching the room. But the room 
you are seeing back does not contain 
anybody at all. It is empty.

The only medium that watches us 
back, even into oblivion... Maybe no 
coincidence that Toronto was the nexus 
of 20th century media studies, the home 
of Marshall McLuhan and Videodrome 
alike. It is certainly fitting that my 
dream takes place there. It fixes me like 
a teleprompter: what if dreaming itself 
were analyzable as a form of media?

This proposition underscores how 
different dreams are from ordinary 
perception. It is not the oddity or 
insightfulness of dreams that makes 
them a medium. It is rather the 
experience of them as a separate system 
of reality, akin to a film, book, radio 
broadcast, something that happens to 

us, or perhaps, is played through 
us. McLuhan defines a medium as 
“any extension of ourselves.” Do we 
occupy the strange role of both the 
cartridge, the playback system, and 
the viewer? It is the externality of the 
dream that gives it the formal quality 
of a medium. It is an extension of 
ourselves, but uniquely, it is an 
extension inwards.

It is, in a sense, an entirely 
retroactive medium. Only after we 
have experienced it, for the most 
part, only after waking up, can 
we distinguish it from waking 
experience. If a dream is like a film, 
it is the most immersive of any. It 
immerses at the source, bypassing 
the sensorium entirely, beaming 
directly into the player’s insides. 
Dreams are thus the total inverse of a 
broadcast. More narrow than a one to 
one channel, a dream is nevertheless 
still a form of signal receivable only 
to a very specific playback device. 
Dreams are narrowcast technology.

McLuhan distinguishes between 
‘hot’ and ‘cool’ media. Hot media 
(like movies, telephones, etc.) are 
high fidelity and very immersive. 
They impel complete attention from 

the participant. Cool media (such as writing or 
comic strips) are less complete in themselves, more 
ambiguous and distanced, and therefore require 
more effort for the participant to complete. In this 
regard, dreams are an interesting edge case.

Dreams have poor reception. The signal is often 
ambiguous, choppy, hard to interpret, inconsistent. 
The dream plays out in a form that for the most 
part fades out entirely without strenuous efforts to 
capture the data. Even then, noise and censorship are 
immediate and merciless. Dreams are definitionally 
low-fidelity. In that sense they are ‘cool.’

Nevertheless, this lo-fi signal is paradoxically 
experienced in an immersion so total that it is 
unparalleled by almost any other human experience. 
So uninhibited is the psyche in confrontation with 
the dream that it can only in rare circumstances 
distinguish itself from the world of the program. In a 
dream, there is no business but show business. A lucid 
dream is in this case a kind of anti-genre that proves 
the rule. Much like how ‘reality television’, which 
originally sold itself as raw and fresh opposed to 
scripted series, only underscored the conventionality 
of television laws. Even without a script, a hidden 
TV executive in the subject’s own mind could force 
them to act in a TV-friendly way. So too the lucid 
dreamer only underscores the immersion. Dreams 
can act out as if they were ‘hot’ media in the moment 
of their experience, but immediately become ‘cool’ 
at the moment of waking, distant, and requiring 
completion and interpretation.

This incompleteness entails a sense of loss, and 
that almost immediately upon waking. If today 
people obsess over discarded programming, long lost 
television episodes, or unrecoverable films, it could 
be because they seek to recreate the experience of the 
loss of a dream at a social level. Dreams are signals ▶
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2/5/64
(On the prior evening, I was informed, that my sketch for the 
mural had won first prize. I think a lot about work before falling 
asleep).

I am on a field. Clover grows in dense rows; still low but plentiful 
and bushy. Next to it is another field. Looks like as if the ground 
was still frozen, nothing is growing on it. I remember that “last 
fall” I had “harvested” on the first field (drawings) a lot of tall 
clover with many blossoms and that the harvest on the other 
one (paintings) had been meager. I told myself that the reason 
was that the second field had not been worked on that long and 
that surely there would be more this year.

(Was there an evening mood? I believe, I remained on the field 
at the edge of the path during the night, somehow because of 
“ritual” or “mystic” reasons. Did not want to hide. Then they 
looked at me. Don’t know specifics anymore.)

Trèfle  – Clover. When doing a tarot reading can refer to work.
[Evening and Night = Time to do nothing. Paraphrasing Goethe: 
At daytime is busy the man. Night falls and work nobody can.)

*
2/12/64
I have driven into a kind of market hall. I walk next to my white 
horse which is pulling a small cart. I lead it through the other 
carriages.  The carriages and the horses are generally much big-
ger than my cart. Sunshine falls through the glass roof and the 
windows; it is hot. I think: No, I cannot leave my horse standing 
in this place. I move it from the sunshine into the shade. Need 
to carefully maneuver the horse and cart through the giant car-
riages. A carriage to my right is about three meters tall and fully 
loaded, I believe with tomatoes, with two giant, dark nags in 
front.

My horse is small and white. In the cart is a small carved old 
chest made from Swiss stone pine wood. But for a few vegetables 
and some strange articles, the cart is empty; I do not remember 
exactly.

The dream refers to my work, specifically, my exhibit plans, 
London, etc. [It was during the time when, for the first time, I 
exhibited relatively a lot; in any case, at least I had decided, to do 
so. Comment added in June 1975.]

DREAM ACCOUNTS (IV)
Others had a lot more “to sell.” Also, it appears to me that in 
the dream a certain deterioration occurs. Common nags pull-
ing carts with tomatoes, cheap vegetables. My horse is white. 
(According to Aeppli’s dream interpretations: White horses are 
either related to death (the rider of the white horse), or ghost 
horses or Pegasus). I love it, take care of it, lead it out of the sun 
into the shade. One is less noticeable in the shade. Thus: So as 
not to harm my horse muse (let’s assume), I have to lead it to 
a place in the market hall with more shade, i.e. a less optimal 
place from an economic perspective. (A spot in the sun!) On the 
other hand, nothing in the dream infers that I should not be “in 
the market” in the first place. What is the meaning of the old 
chest? Something that can be sold in an antiques store, but not 
on the vegetable market. Something more timeless than veggies. 
Something from times gone by, which is valuable today and will 
remain so?

*

12.II.64 ▲
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01/25/1965 
Marquis de Cuevas 
“The Lily Flower,” by Novalis 

Giaccometti's ballet decoration and costumes with leather 
loincloths (a different subject). The book was thick and con-
sisted of different thinner books, old and new, with some 
thin gold-colored covers, old and modern. 

(One of them was “The Lily Flower.”) 

*
2/65 
Am in a house of friends. I am told to go to the garden to 
check if there is anything that needs to be taken care of (be-
cause it could rain or it will be night). I go to the back where 
I see a bank with two wool blankets. When I take a closer 
look, I see that there is a human body under them. It is my 
sister. She appears to be dead. Close to putrefaction. I hold 
her tight.  She wakes up. I tell her that she looked so dead I 
thought mushrooms would grow on here momentarily. She 
is very much alive again. 

*
1965? 
In my dream someone said about a person that had died: 
“He took the coat of life.” 

*
End of 1966
W. has to be treated for depression. Living together is diffi-
cult due to his fears and anxiety. A recovery is not in sight.  A 
dream shows me that I have to accept this (unlucky) period.

I am lying on a meadow. A raven flies towards me and cud-
dles (friendly) with me between my shoulder and my head. 
A medium size dog, black, jumps happily up on me (some-
how it is the dog that my grandmother used to own).

Approx. January 6, 1968, about two weeks after 
Wolfgang’s death.
I am walking at the head of a procession, dressed in black. 
Everyone else wears black, too. Nearly all are the same peo-
ple that had attended Wolfgang’s funeral. But it is a wedding 
procession. We are going to the civil registry. From the op-
posite direction comes a sled. Wolfgang’s coffin lies on top, 
in front sits a man, behind him two or three more men, pos-
sibly on top of the coffin. The sled drives by, I sigh, while it 
drives by and look back at him.

We walk on, arrive before the Civil Registry, enter. 

I stand before the counter and say to the person standing be-
hind it: “I want to marry Wolfgang  La Roche. Unfortunate-
ly, he died several days ago.” (In the dream this was possible, 
meaning, the laws allowed it.)

*

02/16/1968
I am standing on top of a rocky mountain, on an outcropping 
covered by a thin layer of humus on which bushes and grasses 
grow. This overgrown layer protrudes in an upward reaching 
arc into the sky, as can sometimes be seen in Rococo illustra-
tions. Around me, under me is wild scenery.  Wide canyons, 
dark, high boulders, one can see far into the distance where the 
mountains are only a blue haze.

A strong wind is blowing through the canyons and around the 
rocks.

(This is the first time that I heard music in a dream.) (Sketch on 
a separate page.)

*
April 27, 1970
Large wire cages, in the top compartment a beautiful rabbit, 
white-brown? I already have turned the cages two or three times 
forward or backwards to change something or what-do-I know. 
Again and again, I had forgotten the rabbit above. Then I had 
three other ones in my arms who constantly tried to escape. A 
large white one jumps off, and bites almost to death one of two, 
small white guinea pigs which are suddenly also sitting in the 
middle compartments of the cage.  Then all the rabbits have es-
caped.

Meaning:  Attention, diligence, don’t create chaos, refers to 
work, I believe. Wait until the “new” comes on its own.

(To be continued.)

1965? / End of 1966 ▲
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that are definitionally unrecordable. This 
makes them, in a sense, the primal form of 
‘lost media.’

As for programming or content, dreams 
also follow the subtle coercions of popular 
tropes. Whether centrally produced or 
spontaneously generated from the amateur 
cohort, dreams often fit into preconceived 
categories, albeit in their own way. It would be 
interesting to see how far one could correlate 
a set of dreams to the most popular genres. 
Compared to popular rates of consumption 
in a given era, how many of your dreams are 
westerns, science fiction, late-night horror, 
cult, sitcom, soap opera, pornography, etc? 

And contrariwise, what genres exist 
exclusively for dreams? The flying dream, 
the nightmare, the embarrassment dream, 
the teeth falling out dream, etc. All of these 
are also following genre conventions of their 
own, although unlike some of the more cross-
format themes they would seem completely 
unhinged when translated outside of their 
original medium. Doesn’t surrealism at its 
most potent exploit this effect, not merely by 
showing something strange, but by breaking 
as it were the allowable conventions of a given 
medium? Translating as much as possible into 
another medium the literal contents of the 
dream without making it as it were ‘dream-
like’, surrealism offends the sensibilities of 
viewers not as is supposed at the level of 
content but at the more sensitive level of genre-
convention and expectation. 

McLuhan points out that new media 
in their infancy often subsume the form of 
older realities as their surface content. In 
TV’s early days, the safe nostalgic western 
was extremely popular even as the medium 
itself completely deranged the sensibilities 
of its viewers from the outside-in. As the 
Internet became more popular, its content 
increasingly dealt with old 20th century 
media, nostalgia, etc. Dreams are perhaps 
an exception in this regard because they 
are constantly reformatting themselves in 
response to shifts in technology and external 
media. (One interesting corroboration: a 
2008 study from the University of Dundee 
found that people who grew up on black and 

white television and films experienced 
more greyscale dreams later in life 
than those who grew up with color 
media). 

Dreams therefore act as a kind of 
media-index. Perhaps in the end they 
are not a real medium, but a shadow 
medium, simultaneously ancient, yet 
always present with its recorder set to 
ON in the background of daily reality, 
and yet also somehow redolent in its 
dangerous overidentification with the 
subject of the future, the dangerous 
future... 

	 A dream is a medium 
swallowed whole.

Still from the film Videodrome by David Cronenberg (1992)

Dream of October 11, 2022
Journey to the Himalayas. Watching a haunted TV set that shows 
only nightmares. A puppet with a stylized globule face, nutcracker-
like, representing a man in a suit. It bends over and grabs my head. It 
forces me to watch the center of its chest where business jargon words 
appear formed out of lettered bingo balls.

Dream of January 1, 2023
I am trying to sleep in my room. There is a large TV on a pushcart, 
like something you would see in a classroom in the 1990s. I start to 
hallucinate visions of strange test signals and static lines. There is a 
blue “set up” screen on the TV. A gigantic hand composed of black and 
white static emerges, making a gun gesture with its fingers. Eventually 
the TV cart starts moving around on its own volition to different parts 
of the room.

Dream of September 17, 2023
In a room with an old TV. I am watching some nature program. A 
kind of sea creature appears simultaneously as it is being described by 
a narrator. At first I am unsure if it could be candy. It has red-orange 
globules attached to each other on a kind of central string body. I see 
upon closer inspection it also has hair-like fibres throughout. The 
narrator on TV explains they are harmless so I relax; apparently you 
can push each globule inside-out.

In this same dream, I also remark to myself that JG Ballard wrote an 
essay about the transition from black and white to colour TV, which 
he sees as a significant psychological sign somehow.

THREE DREAMS BY JASON ABDELHADI ONEIRIC ECHOES

(Diagram of a dream recording machine from the book The Morpheus Device by Victor J. Monroe.) ▲


