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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the functions of dreams in 

television narratives. From its beginning, television has 

been a storytelling medium. Whether delivered to a live 

audience or played out on a sound stage, narratives and 

those who write them have always been the crux of the 

television program. Also from its beginning, one of the 

standard tropes for presenting television narratives has 

been the dream sequence. While film can claim a long 

history of scholarly inquiry into the connection between 

film and dreams and the way that dreams function in movies, 

no comprehensive research exists on the subject of 

television dreams. Scholars have included dreams as 

examples in discussions of narrative complexity in 

television, or in discussions about technological 

improvements in television's visual presentation, but no 

studies have sought to analyze the purpose dream sequences 

have in the narratives that are arguably the most popular 

and frequently "read" stories in our culture. 

This project first looks at dream theory as it relates 

to film in order to show why that scholarship is not 

appropriate for an analysis of television dreams. Next, 
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the dissertation analyzes the narrative functions of dreams 

using as its frame Carl Jung's narrative stages of the 

dream: exposition, development, culmination, and 

conclusion. While television dreams, both memorable and 

obscure, are analyzed throughout, case studies of the 

television programs The Sopranos and Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer are included to show in detail how dreams function 

throughout a television series. The dissertation concludes 

with an examination of television's own critique of its 

dreams which occurs notably in episodes of Moonlighting and 

Max Headroom. This project required a significant 

collection of data, specifically television episodes with 

dreams in their stories, and a compendium of that research 

which includes over 1000 television episodes is included in 

an appendix at the end of the dissertation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Almost from its inception, film has been discussed as 

a cultural product made from or made of or experienced as 

dreams. One of the earliest connections between film and 

dreams was made by Italian film theorist Ricciotto Canudo, 

who argued for filmmakers using their dreams to create 

film, and in 1923 claimed, "One of cinema's exclusive 

domains will be the immaterial, or more precisely, the 

unconscious" (300) . Canudo correctly claims that film is a 

unique medium through which to communicate the artist's 

unconscious, but he was not and could not have been correct 

that this was the exclusive area of cinema. Having died in 

the same year in which he made this proclamation, Canudo 

could not have conceived of the extent to which television 

would adopt the unconscious, specifically the dream, as one 

of its most creative and most utilized tropes, and one 

which stirs much reaction, both favorable and negative, 

among viewers. 

Beginning a scholarly investigation of television by 

referring to the words of such an instrumental early film 

theorist might itself create an intense reaction from both 

film and television scholars. Yet, it is important to 
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establish both the similarities and differences between 

film and television as they relate to how the unconscious 

state of dreaming is treated, produced, and presented by 

the two media. Doing so will help illustrate why the 

general subject of dreams in television calls for critical 

analysis distinct from film theory, analysis that has been 

for the most part ignored. 

Television has long been treated as a distant and 

poorer cousin of film. 21st Century television, however, has 

finally found its position next to, not below, film, at 

least where some critics are concerned. In February, 2009, 

film critic Marshall Fine declared in his blog, "I'm here 

to say that, as it stands, TV turns out more solid and 

consistent entertainment every week than the Hollywood 

movie studios put out between January and October most 

years." On July 20, 2010, Steven Axelrod, writer, critic, 

and son of movie writer/producer/director George Axelrod, 

pronounced in his blog that television is better than the 

movies, arguing, among other things, that "television has 

become the venue of choice for the most talented writers, 

actors and directors in Hollywood" in part because 

television writers, unlike in film, have almost complete 

creative control. Some film critics have even blurred the 
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line between the two media; when asked about the best films 

of the past decade, filmmaker Michael Tully responded, "If 

The Wire were eligible for this list, it would have been my 

number one pick" (qtd. in "Discussing") Also, where 

movement between the two media was once from film to 

television, with movies like The Odd Couple, M.A.S.H., and 

Parenthood finding space to expand their stories on the 

small screen, today the direction has changed, with 

blockbuster films like Sex and the City shifting their 

stories to the big screen. And discussions of "Quality 

American Television" continue to close the gap between the 

once very distant relatives. 

Much of the shifting interest from film to television 

is a result of increasing and successful attempts by 

producers of television to create compelling stories 

utilizing the more "artistic" elements of storytelling such 

as allusion, metaphor, and irony, those elements typically 

associated with film. Technological improvements have also 

made it possible to include more creative visual effects in 

small screen stories, effects that once only filmmakers 

could afford. Yet, while television and film are becoming 

more alike, each maintains unique characteristics which 
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invite distinct scholarly discussion. Dream is one such 

element. 

Almost from its inception, scholars have theorized 

film through the oneiric metaphor, yet little attention 

beyond fan discussion has been paid to the general subject 

of dream and television. Currently, scholarship is limited 

to analysis of individual dream episodes, the function of 

dream in particular television series, or dream's 

contribution to the complexity of television narrative. 

This study seeks to provide a more general analysis of the 

subject by addressing the question of how dreams uniquely 

function in television. After a brief overview of the 

history of film theory as it relates to dream, I will show 

in this introduction how this theory provides only a 

limited understanding of dreams in television. I will also 

include a short discussion of dreams in television's other, 

perhaps closer relative, radio. The dissertation will then 

identify and analyze the various ways that dreams in 

television attempt to enhance the narrative of the 

television story, illustrating how narrative is the 

distinguishing function of dreams in television. 
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Film and Dreams 

Associations formed by critics, theorists, and 

filmmakers between the dream experience and film have 

existed for almost as long as the medium. Attempts by 

early filmmakers to represent dreams on film express an 

implicit awareness of the connection. Later filmmakers 

convey a more theoretical clarity about the similarity. 

For Bergman, "Film as dream, film as music. No art passes 

our conscience in the way film does, and goes directly to 

our feelings, deep down into the dark rooms of our souls." 

Here Bergman speaks to the psychological impact of film and 

its ability to reach the place where dreams reside in the 

human psyche. Fellini more directly addresses how film and 

dream function as parallel experiences: 

Talking about dreams is like talking about 

movies, since the cinema uses the language of 

dreams; years can pass in a second and you can 

hop from one place to another. It's a language 

made of image. And in the real cinema, every 

object and every light means something, as in a 

dream. 
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As a director, it is no surprise that Fellini focuses on 

how the film produced resembles the dream vision. Indeed, 

there is little scholarly disagreement about film's rare 

ability to emulate dream. Nor is there much dispute that 

the viewer experience is similar to the experience of 

dreaming; it is the degree of similarity that produces the 

greatest dissension among scholars. The cinematic 

presentation of dreams and film's suitability for creating 

a dreamlike vision, along with the dreamlike experience of 

the viewing event all combine to make film "the stuff that 

dreams are made of." 

Film Dreams 

Very early films presenting dream sequences indicate a 

more scientific concern by filmmakers with the nature of 

dreams; specifically, the films show an interest in the 

classification of dreams, and the dream types most 

represented in these films are nightmares and fantasy. An 

early attempt at realistically capturing the nightmare is 

Fred Rains' 1911 Jones' Nightmare. This film integrates a 

number of the main character's subconscious fears, with the 

action focusing on the attempts by Jones to elude a giant 

lobster and demons and ending with him being shot to the 
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moon. The nightmare will continue to fascinate filmmakers; 

however, it becomes more subtle yet more scientific in 

later films. Hitchcock's 1945 Spellbound directly explores 

Freudian dream interpretation. Other early filmmakers 

concentrated on the less horrific fantasy of dreams. The 

1907 Dolls in Dreamland presents a dream sequence, filmed 

in stop-motion animation, in which a child sees his toys 

come to life. While predating surrealism, photographer 

turned director Edwin Neame's 1912 Dream Paintings lays the 

foundation for cinema expressions of the unconscious, 

dreaming mind notable in Bunuel and Dali's 1929 Un chien 

andalou. Hollywood will utilize technological innovation 

in a continued exploration of dream fantasies in 

blockbusters like The Wizard of Oz (1939) and Fantasia 

(1940) . 

For one group of filmmakers, bringing dreams to the 

screen becomes a more personal artistic pursuit. For 

Ingmar Bergman, film had a natural connection to dream. "A 

daydreamer cannot be an artist elsewhere than in his 

dreams. Hence it is quite obvious that I had to end by 

expressing myself cinematically" (51). Bergman equated 

visions of his films with his dreams, both occurring 

through the same creative means, both representing a 
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reality for the artist. Bergman considered his own dreams 

so artistic that he could film them without alteration: 

Twice I have transferred dreams to film exactly 

as I had dreamed them. One is Wild Strawberries, 

the sequence with the coffin. Without any 

translation, it's just as it occurred in my 

dream. The other film is The Naked Night, the 

first sequence with the clown and his wife. (53) 

Like Bergman, Federico Fellini made his own dreams the 

subject of his art. In the autobiographical 8V2 (1963), a 

film director finds his dreams are a haven from the stress 

of trying to produce a movie for which he has lost his 

inspiration. Juliet of the Spirits (1965) transfers visions 

from Fellini's own dreams onto his female character; she 

experiences these visions while moving in an almost 

dreamlike state through much of the film. Utilizing his 

personal dreams as subject for his films is for Fellini, 

like Bergman, the work of a genuine artist whose role is to 

serve as "the medium between his fantasies and the rest of 

the world." 
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Filming Dreams 

Dreams seem the natural subject of film in large part 

because of the medium's unique ability to imitate the 

visual aspects of dreaming. This imitation occurs in dual 

techniques: the use of film's unique technology, and the 

resulting creation of strange images and irrational 

narrative sequences. 

Dreams are moving visions, leaving only film, theater, 

and television as media capable of their imitation. Dreams 

occur as sequences of images which, based on the work of 

Freud, each carry meaning and together contain the dream's 

primary meaning. Here both Soviet Montage theory and 

Russian formalism help explain film's unique ability to 

recreate dreams. 

Russian Formalist Tynyanov defined "The visible world 

. . . as semantic sign" (qtd. in Stam 49). The visible 

objects of the world are signs that, when connected in film 

through shots, create a language that must be "read" by the 

viewer, much as the images in a dream must be "read" by the 

dreamer or even his or her psychoanalyst. Yet it is the 

method available to film of linking these images that 

reinforces the medium's aptness for imitating dreams. 
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Montage, or editing, allows the filmmaker freedom in the 

weaving of images together for the screen. Soviet Montage 

theorists saw an image's meaning as arising from its 

position in the larger sequence of images. For montagists 

like Eisenstein, the most interesting sequences were those 

producing "a disrupted, disjunctive, fractured diegesis, 

interrupted by digressions and extra-diegetic materials" 

(Stam 41), effects equally descriptive of dreams. 

That these effects are, in part, made possible by 

techniques created by film strengthens the association 

between film and dreams. Georges Melies, understanding 

cinema's ability to provide a dream-like escape, developed 

the use of stop-motion and utilized fades, superimposition, 

reverse motion, dissolves, and fast motion to create the 

magic that would provide his viewers such an escape. Along 

with the Lumieres and Edwin Porter, Melies would show that 

these techniques could be used to construct a film vision 

that imitates subjective fantasy like the dream (Blumenberg 

92) . 

Dreaming Films 

Among the dream/film triad, the spectator's dreamlike 

experience while viewing film is the most theorized. This 
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is also the area where theory most conflicts. Petric places 

the earliest specific study of the similarity between 

dreaming and film viewing in the 1920's with Rene Clair's 

essays, later collected in Reflections of the Cinema. In a 

1926 piece, Clair wrote: 

The spectator's state of mind is not unlike that 

of a dreamer. The darkness of the hall, the 

enervating effect of music, the silent shadow 

gliding across the luminous screen - everything 

conspires to plunge us into a dreamlike state in 

which the suggestive power of the forms playing 

before us can become as imperious as the power of 

the images appearing in our veritable sleep, 

(qtd. in Petric 2) 

Clair's observations are followed with notable 

contributions by Jean Epstien in his 1946 L'Intelligence 

d'une machine. Much of the early work elaborates on 

Clair's idea that the movie theater is optimal for creating 

a dreamlike state, arguing that the lowering of the theater 

lights and the spectator's almost fetal sitting position 

are also analogous to the sleeping state in which we dream. 

Ernst Aeppli, in 1944, found similarity in the visual space 



12 

of film and dream, arguing that dreams are projected on a 

"luminous field, framed by a large dark space" (qtd. in 

Rascaroli). Shortly after Aeppli published his claims, 

another psychoanalyst, Bertam Lewin expanded on the analogy 

by arguing that there is a white "dream screen" on which 

the dream is viewed by the dreamer, and that this screen 

represents to the dreamer the mother's breast seen by the 

infant as he or she falls asleep. Lewin's connection 

between the cinema screen and the breast has its origins in 

Freud's work on the interpretation of dreams. Freud argued 

that the "very backdrop of our dreams may derive from 'the 

dream screen,' the nursing infant's memories of the blurred 

breast, which is the last thing it sees as it falls 

blissfully asleep" (qtd. in Porter 44). In 1984, Robert 

Eberwein modified Lewin's argument, claiming that the dream 

screen also encompasses "our own sense of self, the ego." 

To watch film is, for Eberwein, to sleep (and thus to 

dream), and in this sleep we "return to the state of 

perceptual unity that we first participated in as infants 

and that we can know as dreamers." The perceptual unity in 

this case includes a unity with the self, which, using 

Wordsworth's model, reestablishes the "integrative vision 

we have as infants and as children" (4). 
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The cinema's ability to produce a sleeplike/dreamlike 

state does not transfer to discussions of the theater or 

television. Some have noted that the theater's proscenium 

creates a too artificial framing of the visual action and, 

thus, cannot approximate the "screen" on which dreams are 

viewed. Additionally, unlike the almost seamless cuts 

between films shots that mimic the succession of dream 

images, the time it takes in a theatrical production to 

shift from one scene to another only breaks the dream 

allusion. The same is true for the commercial breaks in 

television. Typically, television is viewed in the light, 

and so does not provide the same sleep environment that 

film viewing does. 

In the 1970's, Suzanne Langer, George Linden, and F.E. 

Sparshott contributed significantly to discussions of the 

dream state of film viewers. Sparshott is noteworthy for 

his argument in "Vision and Dream in Cinema" suggesting 

that both the dreamer and film viewer are spectators with 

no actual contact with the images observed. After Robert 

Curry challenged Sparshott's implication that dreamers do 

not participate in their own dreams, Sparshott conceded 

that, "I was quite wrong to suggest that the dreamer has 

the dream-experience of being in but somehow not of his 
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dream-world (if I did suggest that)" (92), but he goes on 

to explain that it is with the waking memory of them that 

dreamers most clearly experience their dreams. 

Sparshott's observation shares much in common with 

Petric's idea, borrowing on the research of Charles Tart, 

that film viewing is most similar to the "high dream" in 

that the viewer's identification "with the events occurring 

on the screen" "activates sensory motor centers or 

paralyzes muscular activity" (8). A result of this 

"hypnotic" state is a "reduction of the viewers' critical 

reflections during film screening" (9). Like the dreamer 

who awakes from a dream, the film spectator's 

interpretation occurs after viewing a film. And like 

dreams, the film is difficult to recall, and thus the 

spectator must reflect on the film based only on the parts 

remembered. For Freud, the forgetting of dreams is the 

function of censorship, the process that allows people to 

resist the subconscious truths they have experienced in 

their dreams. Petric argues that the more psychologically 

stimulating the film, the greater the sensory-motor 

response, and the greater the reduction of critical 

reflection, or censorship. "Many untraditional filmmakers 

try to counteract this phenomenon . . . so that they may 
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have a dispassionate response . . . and make immediate 

critical comments" on what they witness in the film (10). 

Petric introduces the inability of viewers to find language 

to describe the film as a further similarity between film 

and the psychological effect of dreaming. 

Much of Langer's work focuses on the viewer's 

participation in the events portrayed through images on the 

screen. For Langer, the viewer is "always at the center of 

those events. These images seem as though they are the 

viewer's creation" (qtd. in Nadaner 124). Semiotician 

Christian Metz's influential work in the area of film and 

dreams disputes Langer's theories of the spectator's 

position in the film narrative, a position theorized on the 

basis of a similarity between film and dream. Metz begins 

"The Fiction Film and Its Spectator: A Metapsychological 

Study" with a definitive claim that "The dreamer does not 

know that he is dreaming; the film spectator knows that he 

is at the movies: this is the first and principal 

difference between the filmic and oneiric situations" (75). 

Metz argues that spectators maintain their hold on reality; 

that is the difference between the fictional world of film 

and the spectator experienced world, and this hold creates 

space between the spectator and the film. The mechanism 
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that insures this distance is, ironically, the audience 

outburst that temporarily has the viewer "actively invading 

the diegesis" of the film and responding to it as something 

real (75). This "outburst", a moment of deception in which 

the spectator believes he or she is in the story, "awakens 

him, pulls him back from his brief lapse into a kind of 

sleep, where the action had its root" (76). Those 

spectators who do not experience outbursts, and thus do not 

experience the mechanism for pulling them out of the near 

sleep experience, press the "perceptual transference a bit 

further than do audiences who actively invade the diegesis" 

(77). However, Metz makes clear that these spectators 

still are not dreaming. Instead, they are hallucinating. 

If there is any connection for Metz between the 

dreamer and the spectator, it is that at some point both 

lose awareness of what they are experiencing. Spectators 

undergoing perceptual transference may temporarily forget 

they are sitting in front of a screen watching a film, and 

dreamers at some point are not aware that they are 

dreaming. But Metz argues that this convergence reinforces 

difference rather than similarity between film and dream. 

For most of the film viewing experience, spectators 

maintain an awareness of watching a film. The perceptual 
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transference is only temporary, and most of the time 

stopped by the ritual of film viewing itself. On the other 

hand, for most of a dreaming experience, the dreamer has no 

awareness of being in a dream. Dreamers are only aware 

they are dreaming during the short time between sleep and 

waking, or during brief moments in a dream when they are 

struck by a sudden attentiveness to dreaming. Dream 

analysis refers to this as this "lucid dreaming." Metz 

refers to these temporary states as "gaps"; the gap for the 

film spectator is a time of dream, and the gap for the 

dreamer is a time of awareness. "The gaps themselves 

suggest a kinship at once less close and more permanent" 

(77) . 

Metz claims as a second difference between film and 

dream the fact that "filmic perception is a real perception 

(is really a perception); it is not reducible to an 

internal psychical process" (80). The spectators receive 

images representing "something other than themselves, of a 

diegetic universe" which other spectators receive as well. 

They are not images associated with or reflective of the 

individual psyche. Conversely, only the dreamer receives 

the images of his or her dream exactly because they belong 

to the individual psyche. The film's images are real while 



18 

the dream's images are mental. "The difference between the 

two is what separates perception from imagination in the 

terms of a phenomenology of consciousness" (80). Here Metz 

conflicts with earlier theory like that of Mitry which 

makes a distinction between mental and oneiric images. 

"Whereas mental images oppose our normal perceptions of the 

world, oneiric images replace it, becoming a pseudo-reality 

in which we believe completely" (qtd. in Rascaroli). 

The 197 5 issue of Communications, which included 

Metz's study as well as essays by Bellous, Barthes, and 

Baudry, signals for Rascaroli the union between film and 

psychoanalysis, linguistics and psychoanalysis, and as a 

consequence, film and dream, "in the name of semiology." 

The semiological approach leads directly to the issue of 

the spectator's gaze as it is addressed in film theory. 

Copjec argues that it is a misreading of Lacan that leads 

to film theory's concept of the gaze. In feminist theory, 

the gaze is the structure that makes woman always visible 

to the patriarchal eye and its resulting authority and law. 

Woman is subjugated to the gaze and so can only see herself 

through it. What she sees when she looks within herself is 

only her "subjugation to the gaze", reflected back as in a 

mirror. For Copjec, the essential problem in film theory 
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is that it "conceives the screen as a mirror," a 

perpetuation of the subjugating gaze, while it should be 

focusing on "Lacan's more radical insight, whereby the 

mirror is conceived as screen" (54). Copjec argues that 

Baudry and Metz are both guilty of creating this 

misconception, along with the journal Screen. Under the 

misconception, "the images presented on the screen are 

accepted by the subject as its own" (58). This does not 

account for Lacan's idea that subjects seeing their 

reflections also see themselves as "master[s]" of all they 

see. The identification of the self is a result of the 

gaze. "The gaze is that which * determines' the I in the 

visible; it is 'the instrument through which . . . [the] I 

[is] photo-graphed (emphasis Copjec's)'" (67). But as 

Copjec points out, for Lacan the subject is never "totally 

trapped in the imaginary" (67). Instead, for Lacan "I am 

not simply that punctiform being located at the geometral 

point from which the perspective is grasped" (qtd. in 

Copjec 67). The subject (spectator) does not see on the 

screen a "complete visibility of the I" (67). It, the self 

seen on the screen, is simply a representation of a reality 

"being camouflaged" (Copjec 71) that must be interpreted. 

The screen, therefore, is not merely a mirror image of a 
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fixed self-defined by the subjugating gaze. It is the site 

of creation for the "pseudo-reality" that Mitry suggests is 

the result of the oneiric image. 

Scholarship on film's unique ability to present 

reality is important to considerations of the connection 

between film and dream. Siegfried Kracauer assumes that 

film spectators are in a dream state when he claims that 

viewers experience conscious meaning from film when they 

are not dreaming (1). For Kracauer, meaning derives from 

the experience of the material, concrete images of film, 

and he implies that this experience cannot occur when 

viewers are in the dream state. Yet here Kracauer seems to 

be describing a Freudian version of dream, an experience 

where objects are flashed upon the "dream screen," with 

meaning obtained from the interpretation or identification 

of those material objects. They are not always symbolic; 

sometimes, Freud argues, the objects in dreams exist in the 

dreamer's lived past but have been forgotten. Recalling 

them through dream enables the dreamer to experience a 

reunification with that past; this is a similar process to 

that developed by Eberwein. The distance between dream 

theory and reality theory, then, is not that great. The 

distances between film and television and the theories that 
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apply to dreams and those media are, however, quite 

expansive. 

Television and Dreams 

There is no natural segue between film theory related 

to dream and the function of dreams in television. Because 

of the differing nature of television viewing, little to no 

scholarship exists on the psychological relation between 

television viewing and dreaming. As earlier stated, 

viewers experience television in a physically different 

way; the room is often lit, and there are often other 

people carrying on other activities while a person is 

watching television. According to Fellini, this is why 

television has "killed movies," or "real cinema" where 

"every object and every light means something, as in a 

dream." Fellini is clear about how he believes the death 

of film by television occurred: 

Because it uses the language of film, but in a 

different context, and it reduces its 

proportions. So you don't have the same 

impression of sleep that you get when you step 

into a movie theater - that solemn, almost 

religious ritual of stepping into the realm of 
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visions, as when you go to sleep and start to 

dream. Television, on the other hand, constantly 

projects images through that little box; and 

while watching TV, people chat, eat, et.cetera 

[sic]. It's as if you were dreaming by being 

awake, but in such a way that you actually cannot 

pay attention to your dream because you're awake. 

Among the list of problems Fellini identifies in TV, he 

fails to mention the commercials that constantly interrupt 

the televised story, another significant difference between 

traditional, commercial television and film. And he is 

correct that because of the external disruptions television 

viewing may invite, the effect cannot be what he describes, 

where every "every object and every light means something, 

as in a dream." 

Yet Fellini is incorrect in arguing that television 

has caused the death of "real cinema" because it somehow 

diminishes the "proportions" of the language of film. The 

film experience found analogous to dreaming may not be 

reproducible in the small screen experience, but from the 

early days of film, once filmmakers learned that their art 

must be more than the recording of real life action on 
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moving photographs and made narrative their purpose, the 

telling of compelling stories has also been a major impulse 

for creating film, part of the language of film. Rather 

than silencing that impulse, television has appropriated it 

for its own uses and evolved narrative elements of 

television art to a level that arguably surpasses film. 

Instead of creating a 12 0 minute dream state for audiences, 

television offers them an average of 1000 minutes per 

season in which characters and complex story arcs can be 

fully developed. Those stories offer not the chance to 

dream, but the chance to see dreams utilized in the service 

of narrative. Because television viewers are not 

"dreaming" as film audiences are, then there is no decrease 

in "critical reflections," which Tart associates with 

Freud's idea of censorship, and the TV viewer is 

beneficially left with a memory of the story screened and 

the ability to analyze it. This includes the opportunity 

to examine the narrative strategies used in the story 

telling, including the dream. 

At the time of this writing, over 1000 dreams in 

television programs have been identified for this project. 

They include dreams from the earliest parts of television 

history, like the 1950 episode of Ford Theater titled, "The 
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Married Look," which, like episodes in similar "playhouse" 

shows, was a filmed stage drama. As with the famous 1956 

episode of I Love Lucy, "Lucy Goes to Scotland," dreams in 

the early days of television production were less than 

believable in part because they were "performed" before 

live audiences, which made it impossible to use the blurs 

and fades or other visual clues that would signal dreams 

for viewers of programs with no live audience to worry 

about. These early programs used dreams to support story 

lines, and sometimes, like in the 1952 Mark Saber Mystery 

Theatre episode, "The Case of the Deadly Dream," dreams 

were the story line. 

This has not changed; today, a viewer might watch a 

dream that unveils information about a character or story, 

such as in the Numb3rs episode, "Hot Shot" (2.24), in which 

Charlie dreams of his mother and gives viewers a glimpse at 

the woman whose death and absence weighs heavy over the 

major Numb3rs characters. Or a viewer might watch an 

episode where the dream IS the story, as with the two part 

episode of Third Rock from the Sun, "A Nightmare on Dick 

Street" (2.25, 2.26), in which Dick experiences his first 

dream and his fellow aliens believe Dick is having a major 

brain malfunction. The way dreams are presented by 
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television has remained consistent because from the 

beginning, producers have seen that it is with the 

narrative that dreams can most impact the audience. 

The study that follows will examine dreams in 

television narrative, specifically the various ways that 

dreams have been used to enhance the stories and characters 

presented in the over sixty years of television's history. 

The study is divided into chapters that follow the four 

stages of the dream as outlined by Carl Jung, who believed 

dreams are structured like a drama. While Jung's stages 

are not intended to represent the structure of the dreams 

created for television, they aptly represent the functions 

identified by this study for dreams in television 

narratives, exposition, development, culmination, and 

conclusion, and thus provide a contextually relevant frame 

for this study. In addition to the four chapters exploring 

these functions, case studies examining two programs in 

which dreams are a significantly essential element of the 

narrative development are included. Before concluding, 

this study will offer a brief analysis of how television 

has self-reflexively critiqued its own use of dreams in 

story development. 
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CHAPTER I 

DREAMS THAT BEGIN NARRATIVES 

Once upon a time, happily ever after. The stories 

we tell are the stuff of dreams. Fairytales don't 

come true. Reality is much stormier, much 

murkier, much scarier. Reality. It's so much more 

interesting than living happily ever after. 

("Dream a Little Dream of Me (2)" 5.1) 

Protagonist Meredith Grey could easily be speaking for 

television producers when she makes the connection between 

stories and dreams in a voiceover from the two-part Season 

5 premiere of Grey's Anatomy. Under no illusion that TV 

viewers experience television stories as dreams, program 

creators often use dreams to launch stories, making them, 

indeed, the stuff of dreams. The establishment of the 

story, or exposition, is the first stage of the dramatic 

arc as established by Aristotle, Freytag, and others. 

According to Jung, it is also, appropriately, the initial 

stage of the dream. 

Coming now to the form of dreams, we find 

everything from lightning impressions to 

endlessly spun out dream-narrative. Nevertheless 
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there are a great many "average" dreams in which 

a definite structure can be perceived, not unlike 

that of a drama. For instance, The dream begins 

with a statement of place ... Next comes a 

statement about the protagonist [emphasis from 

original] ... Statement of time are rarer. I call 

this phase of the dream the exposition. It 

indicates the scene of the action, the people 

involved, and often the initial situation of the 

dreamer. (19) 

Aside from Jung's description of clearly structured dreams 

as "average," the characteristics he offers for the 

exposition phase of the dream aptly apply to the functions 

dreams serve when they introduce or expose viewers to a 

television program or program's seasons. Utilizing the 

dream in this way is risky; dreams could further confuse 

the already puzzling experience of a pilot or series 

premiere where characters or plot are foreign to viewers, 

not to mention viewer distrust of the dream device. Yet 

the dream provides a creative and efficient means for 

accomplishing narrative exposition, as integral to the 

television story as it is to dreams themselves. 


