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The intersection of literature, performance arts, and digital technology has created a new frontier for narrative 

expression. At the heart of this convergence is Jake Barton’s seminal dramatic poem, "I Dreamed I Was a Video 

Game." This work serves as more than a piece of contemporary literature; it functions as a psychological case 

study into the blurring lines between simulated environments and objective reality. For forensic competitors, 

educators, and media theorists, the poem provides a rigorous framework for exploring how the mechanics of 

gaming influence human cognition and social behavior. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the 

poem's structure, its role in the University Interscholastic League (UIL) and forensics circuits, the historical 

evolution of video game narratives, and the broader technological implications of immersive media such as the 

DreamCube.

1. Theoretical Framework: Narrative Construction in Barton’s Work

Jake Barton’s "I Dreamed I Was a Video Game" is categorized as a Dramatic Interpretation (DI) staple. In the 

context of forensics—a competitive speech and debate discipline—the technical execution of this piece requires a 

deep understanding of narrative immersion. Barton utilizes a stream-of-consciousness technique that mimics the

high-latency, high-stakes environment of an action-oriented video game.

1.1. The Psychological Mechanism of Identification

The poem explores the Proteus Effect, a psychological phenomenon where an individual's behavior conforms to 

the digital avatar they inhabit. In Barton’s text, the protagonist does not merely play a game; he becomes the code. 

This transition is marked by specific linguistic markers that shift from first-person subjective to third-person 

mechanical observations. From a technical writing perspective, this mimics the User Interface (UI)transition from

gameplay to cutscene.

1.2. Literary Device as Algorithmic Flow

The rhythm of the poem mirrors the loop-based architecture of early game design. Repetitive motifs represent 

"respawning," while the escalating tension correlates with the increasing difficulty curves found in traditional game 

design (e.g., Flow Theory  by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi). This alignment between literary prosody and game 

mechanics is what makes the piece a preferred choice for high-level forensic competition, particularly within The 

Gray Book anthologies and UIL documentation.

2. Technical Execution in Forensics: The DI Workflow

Performing "I Dreamed I Was a Video Game" requires a meticulous technical workflow to ensure the performer 

successfully navigates the complex emotional and mechanical requirements of the script. In UIL Dramatic 

Interpretation, the performer is restricted by specific physical boundaries and must rely on vocal and facial nuance

to convey technical transitions.

2.1. Step-by-Step Performance Integration



1.  Script Analysis and Cutting: The performer must identify the core arc. For Barton’s piece, this involves 

selecting segments that highlight the transition from reality to the digital void.

2.  Characterization of the 'System': In forensics, the performer must differentiate between the human 

protagonist and the cold, unyielding logic of the game engine. This is often achieved through staccato vocal 

patterns.

3.  Blocking and Focal Points: Because the poem deals with a digital landscape, the performer must create 

"virtual" focal points in the performance space, simulating a 360-degree HUD (Heads-Up Display).

4.  The 'Glitch' Technique: A high-level technical maneuver where the performer simulates a software crash or 

lag through physical tremors and vocal repetition, emphasizing the theme of violence and youth fragmentation.

2.2. Scoring Metrics in Forensics



Metric Technical Requirement Impact on Performance Score

Vocal Variance Shift between 8-bit mono-tonality and 
human desperation.

High: Essential for character 
distinction.

Physicality Rigid, mechanical movements vs. fluid 
human gestures.

Medium: Defines the "digital" 
atmosphere.

Clarity of Arc Logical progression from obsession to 
consequence.

Critical: Determines narrative success.

3. Historical Context: From Pixels to Performance

To understand why Barton’s work resonates, one must examine the history of video games, as curated by 

institutions like the Smithsonian. The evolution from the 2000s-era games (e.g., Bladeon PlayStation) to modern

immersive spectacles mirrors the thematic shift in Barton's poetry—from external entertainment to internal

obsession.

3.1. The Era of Moral Panic and Media Influence

The poem specifically references or alludes to the cultural climate post-Columbine (1999). During this period, video 

games were frequently scrutinized as vectors for youth violence. Barton’s technical achievement lies in his ability to 

document this sociopolitical tension without resorting to caricature. He utilizes the "Video Game" as a 

metaphorical lensfor deeper issues: isolation, the desire for control, and the desensitization resulting from

repetitive trauma loops.

3.2. Technical Milestones in Game Narratives

•  1970s-80s: Emergence of high-score-driven mechanics (The "Infinite Loop" phase).

•  1990s: Introduction of cinematic storytelling (The "Cutscene" phase).

•  2000s: Open-world exploration and moral choice systems (The "Agency" phase).

•  Present: Immersive VR and AR (The "Presence" phase).

4. Immersive Innovation: The DreamCube and Local Projects

Jake Barton is not only a poet but also a visionary in the realm of experience design. Through his work with Local 

Projects, Barton has pioneered the use of technology to foster empathy and education in museum spaces. This

professional background informs the technical precision found in his writing.

4.1. The DreamCube Architecture

The DreamCuberepresents the physical manifestation of the themes found in Barton’s poem. It is a large-scale

immersive environment that utilizes high-definition projection mapping, spatial audio, and motion-tracking sensors

to place the user *inside* the game. Unlike traditional VR headsets, the DreamCube offers a shared, communal

experience, removing the isolation of the digital world.

4.2. Technical Comparison: Traditional Gaming vs. DreamCube Immersion



Feature Standard Console Gaming DreamCube Immersive Spec.

Field of View (FOV) Limited to screen dimensions (approx. 
40-60°).

Full 360° environment.

Interaction Logic Controller-based (Binary input). Kinetic/Gestural (Analog/Physical 
input).

Social Integration Remote/Avatar-based. Physical/Presence-based.

Latency Low (Input to screen). Ultra-low (Motion to environment).

5. Case Study: The "Video Game Adaptation" Paradox

The transition from a video game to a film or a poem involves a technical loss of interactivity. When Wikipedia 

discusses Blade (2000) or other adaptations, it highlights the difficulty of translating the "feel" of gameplay into a 

static narrative. Barton solves this by using Second-Person Perspective ("You are the character"), which 

simulates the Active Agency of a player within the constraints of a Passive Medium.

5.1. Analyzing Failure Modes in Adaptations

Most adaptations fail because they focus on the lore rather than the mechanics. Barton’s poem succeeds because 

it prioritizes the mechanics of the mind. In technical terms, he is debugging the human experience of digital

addiction. Common errors in this genre include:

•  Over-reliance on jargon: Using "level up" or "HP" without emotional weight.

•  Lack of Kinetic Energy: Failing to replicate the speed of a processor in the speed of the prose.

•  One-Dimensional Antagonists: Forgetting that in a game, the environment itself is often the antagonist.

6. Practical Field Guide for Educators and Coaches

When teaching or coaching "I Dreamed I Was a Video Game," technical precision is paramount. The following 

guide provides a structured approach for the Middle School Speech Challenge and high school forensic leagues.

6.1. The 'Decoding' Phase

Begin by having students map the poem's "levels." Treat each stanza as a new stage in a game. What are the 

hazards? What is the objective? This Gamified Pedagogyhelps students internalize the complex subtext

regarding violence and mental health.

6.2. Technical Drill: The HUD Exercise

Instruct the student to stand in a fixed position. Assign 4 specific points in the room as "UI Elements":

•  Point A (Health): Lower left.

•  Point B (Ammo/Inventory): Lower right.

•  Point C (Mini-map): Upper right.

•  Point D (Dialogue/Quest): Center eye-level.

The performer must practice shifting their eye contact to these points while delivering lines, creating the technical

illusion of being trapped within a software interface.

7. Mathematical Modeling of Narrative Intensity



In technical communication, we can model the emotional load of Barton's poem using a Narrative Intensity 

Function (NIF). The intensity (I) is a function of the rate of technical jargon (r), the frequency of repetitive loops (f),

and the proximity to the "End Game" climax (p).

Formula: I = (r * f) / (1 - p)

As the protagonist approaches the end of the poem (p approaching 1), the intensity (I) approaches infinity, 

representing the psychological break experienced by the character. This model helps performers understand that 

their delivery must not be linear; it must be exponential.

8. Operational Challenges and Solutions

Working with high-concept material like Barton’s work presents unique operational challenges in a competitive or

academic setting.

8.1. Problem: Misinterpretation of Theme

Challenge: Audiences or judges may see the poem as merely a "game simulation" rather than a critique of 

violence and isolation.Solution: Ensure the "Reality Breaks" (moments where the character's humanity leaks 

through) are emphasized with stark dynamic shifts in volume and tempo.

8.2. Problem: Technical Fatigue

Challenge: The repetitive, mechanical nature of the performance can lead to vocal strain and physical exhaustion.

Solution: Implement Resonance Training focusing on chest voice during "human" moments and head voice for

"system" moments to distribute the vocal load.

9. Broader Implications: The Museum as a Lightning Rod

The concepts explored in Barton’s poetry extend into his work with the American Alliance of Museums (AAM). 

By treating the museum as a "lightning rod" for innovation, Barton suggests that narrative is not just something we 

read—it is something we inhabit. The Smithsonian Institution'sinclusion of video game history validates this

claim. We are moving toward a future where the distinction between the performer, the player, and the person is

entirely academic.

As we analyze the technical underpinnings of Jake Barton’s "I Dreamed I Was a Video Game," it becomes clear 

that the work is a precursor to the immersive digital experiences of the mid-21st century. It serves as a manual for 

understanding the human condition in an age of algorithmic dominance. Whether through the lens of a forensic

performance, a museum exhibit, or a historical archive, the integration of gaming logic into narrative structures is a

fundamental shift in our cultural processing. The technical rigor required to master this piece—both as a performer

and as a critic—mirrors the complexity of the digital worlds we increasingly call home. Through precise execution

and deep theoretical understanding, we can navigate the "DreamCube" of our own making, ensuring that while we

may dream we are video games, we never lose sight of the hardware of our humanity.
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