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Abstract
This paper presents The Dream of Zhuang Zhou, a multispecies vir-
tual reality (VR) experience that operationalizes Zhuangzi’s concept
of “transformative embodiment” through the lens of the “Butterfly
Dream” parable. Leveraging 3D Gaussian Splatting technologies
and classical Chinese landscape aesthetics, the project reconstructs
an immersive environment from the perspectives of four species:
human, fish, butterfly, and bird, each with distinct sensory and
cognitive mappings. This perceptual metamorphosis exposes the
coconstructed nature of reality—not only through human-machine
entanglement, but also by embodying Zhuangzi’s proposition: all
existence emerges through dynamic transformation. The project
thus reframes VR as a medium for philosophical experimentation,
bridging technological reconstruction with Zhuangzi’s philosophy
to challenge anthropocentric ontologies and foster multispecies
empathy.
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CCS Concepts
•Human-centered computing→Virtual reality; •Computing
methodologies → 3D imaging; Volumetric models; • Applied
computing → Arts and humanities.
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1 Introduction
“Once upon a time, Zhuang Zhou dreamed that he was a butterfly,
a butterfly fluttering about enjoying itself. It did not know that it
was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly he woke up and veritably was Zhuang
Zhou again.” — Zhuangzi [Watson 1968]

In one of his most famous works, The Adjustment of Controver-
sies (Qi Wu Lun), the ancient Chinese philosopher Zhuang Zhou
(Zhuangzi) recounted a dream in which he believed he was a but-
terfly; upon awakening, he was uncertain whether he was a man
dreaming of being a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming of being a
man [Watson et al. 2003]. This story, commonly known as the
“Butterfly Dream,” raises provocative questions about the nature of
reality, the boundaries between what is “real” and “unreal,” and how
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