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Abstract

The Virtual Time Machine is a dynamic, non-linear story about the evolution of  planet Earth, 

the path of which is different each time - the story of the Earth and its many outcomes as chosen 

by the audience as they jump through time in the evolutionary time-line of the planet. The story 

is narrated through a social media feed  like that of Instagram where the planet is personified to 

have a profile where she is recording all the milestones of her evolution in the form of images 

which translate into various environments as seen in VR. The audience play God and take 

decisions for the planet which results in the planet taking a new route through its 

evolutionary process each time.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
“Unreliable Narrator!... Unreliable Narrators are considered a device, right? Don’t  

answer. They are. They are and they don’t get a lot of literary analysis because it’s 

a  gimmick. It’s a trick. I mean Canterbury Tales gets a shoutout because, 

you know, it’s  good but typically it’s used for popcorn crime novels and 

thriller movies Agatha Christie, Usual Suspects, so on and so forth. But I’m going 

to argue that every narrator  by its very definition is unreliable because when you 

tell a story there’s always an  essential distance between the story itself and the 

telling of said story, right? So  therefore every story that has ever been told has an 

Unreliable Narrator. The only truly  reliable narrator would be someone 

hypothetically telling a story that unfolds before  our very eyes which is obviously 

very impossible. So what does that tell us? That the  only truly reliable narrator 

is life itself. But life itself is also completely unreliable because it is constantly 

misdirecting and misleading us and taking us on this journey  where it is literally 

impossible to predict where it is going to go next... Life as the  ultimate 

Unreliable Narrator.”  

- Life Itself (2009)
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 This monologue was delivered by the protagonist of  the movie ‘Life Itself’ 

about  the life of a New York couple as they go from college romance to marriage 

and the birth  of their first child. The unexpected twists of their journey creates 

ripples of consequences that echo over continents and through lifetimes. This 

movie  demonstrates by itself the concept of the literary device unreliable narrator.  

In literature, an unreliable narrator is  a character who tells a story with a lack of 

credibility. It was first used by Wayne C. Booth in 1961 in The Rhetoric of Fiction. 

Since  then, many authors and filmmakers have used the technique to create 

interest and suspense in their narration. This movie not only demonstrated life as an 

unreliable  narrator but also how the phenomenon of cause and effect connects the 

entire world. 

Figure 1 : The Rhetoric of Fiction by Wayne C. Booth
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 In accordance with the same concept, Stephen King’s greatest work ‘11/22/63’ 

is  a story about a young man named Jake who discovers a portal in a diner’s pantry 

which  leads him back to 1958. After a few visits and some experiments, Jake 

deduces that  altering history is possible. However as long as he stays in the past, 

only two minutes go  by in the present. He decides to live in the past until 1963 so 

he can prevent the  assassination of President John F. Kennedy, believing that this 

change will greatly  benefit humanity. After years of stalking Lee Harvey Oswald, 

Jake manages to prevent  him from shooting Kennedy.

Upon returning to the present, he expects to find the world improved as a result. 

Instead, the opposite has happened. Earthquakes occur everywhere, his old home is 

in ruins, and nuclear war has destroyed much of the world. Distraught, Jake returns 

to  1958 once again and resets history. 

 This story demonstrates how everything in the world is connected together  

through the concept of the Butterfly Effect1.

The Virtual Time Machine represents life as an unreliable narrator and illustrates 

its connection to the butterfly effect. It is a virtual reality experience which takes you  

through the life of the planet Earth personified into a character on a social 

1 In chaos theory, the Butterfly Effect is the sensitive dependence on initial conditions in 
which a small change in one state of a deterministic nonlinear system can result in large 
differences in a later state.
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media  platform. With most of life being documented on social media today, the 

experience  encompasses an interactive, fictional, non linear story of the Earth which 

is subject to  change by the audience. The audience participates by choosing an 

image on the profile  of Planet Earth and changing the outcome of it and hence 

opening the possibility of an alternative present due to the butterfly effect. 

 With the recent developments around the world- Corona Virus, Fires in the  

Amazon and Australia, heat waves and floods, wouldn’t it be nice to explore the 

other  option from the Schrödinger cat’s experiment2. What if we could see the 

various states that are possible in life and choose accordingly. What if we could 

choose differently and  the world could turn out differently. 

 Would Corona Virus have even occurred, if maybe  years ago, something 

might have been done differently? 

 I want this experience to be a stepping stone to a realization of how actions 

have  consequences which will definitely reflect some way or the other someday. 

2 The Copenhagen Interpretation of quantum mechanics states that an object in a physical 
system can simultaneously exist in all possible configurations, but observing the system forces the 
system to collapse and forces the object into just one of those possible states. Schrödinger dis-
agreed with this interpretation. Schrödinger wanted people to imagine that a cat, poison, a Geiger 
counter, radioactive material, and a hammer were inside of a sealed container. The amount of ra-
dioactive material was minuscule enough that it only had a 50/50 shot of being detected over the 
course of an hour. If the Geiger counter detected radiation, the hammer would smash the poison, 
killing the cat. Until someone opened the container and observed the system, it was impossible to 
predict the cat’s outcome. Thus, until the system collapsed into one configuration, the cat would 
exist in some superposition zombie state of being both alive and dead.
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Figure 2 : The Schrödinger’s Experiment
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 The  journey  of  The  Virtual  Time  Machine  has  evolved  over  the  years  

to  finally become  what  it  is  today.  The idea took birth from the word energy, 

evolving to the Butterfly Effect, Rube Goldberg Machines and finally to Unreliable 

Narrator.

I read the book ‘What if?’ by Randall Munroe a few years ago and some of the 

questions that came up were eye opening. The book contains ‘serious scientific 

answers to absurd hypothetical questions’ as quoted by Randall on the cover of the 

book. Have you wondered - What would happen if the Earth and all terrestrial 

objects suddenly stopped spinning, but the atmosphere retained its velocity? Or what 

would it be like if you traveled back in time, starting in Times Square, New York, 

1000 years? 10,000 years? 100,000 years? 1,000,000 years? 1,000,000,000 years? 

What about forward in time 1,000,000 years? 

 These questions made me wonder how things would have turned out if 

history was different. How would the butterfly effect have panned out in the 

present if energy anytime in the past was altered. The idea of a hypothetical take 

on altering energy through time drove this project to tell a story. The story of 

energy as it moves through a Rube Goldberg Machine. So what if I build a 

CHAPTER 2

INFLUENCES
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dynamic Rube Goldberg machine which behaves differently each time thus 

altering the final outcome every single time. 

Figure 3 : The Rube Goldberg Experiment with energy in motion

 As my thesis evolved trying to find the relationship between  energy and 

butterfly effect, I came across the movie Life Itself  which opened up a whole new 

line of thought. It introduced me to the literary device of  ‘unreliable narrator’. This 

movie compares human life to an unreliable narrator due to its uncertainty into the 

future and to some extent an unreliable past. Not very acclaimed as a 

movie this story inspired me to wonder what if we make a Rube Goldberg machine 

where the object in motion is life instead of energy. What if we make a dynamic 

Rube Goldberg Machine of life which behaves differently each time and hence the 

outcome of the life as seen at any given point is different every time, just like the 

way Jake Epping could go back in time through the back of a pantry into the year 

1963 to change the present as we know it, in the book 11/22/63 by 
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Stephen King. This book is a perfect example of how butterfly effect could work 

with human life and how even a single change to the past would resonate 

differently to everything around us. Each time he went back in time and changed 

something the present changed accordingly. The ripple effect.

Figure 4 : The Rube Goldberg Experiment with life in motion

Figure 5 : Quote from 11/22/63
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 After having followed one of the most talked about TV shows produced by 

Netflix,  Black Mirror, the much awaited interactive movie Bandersnatch became a 

game changer. It opened up a whole new scope of storytelling in films. It was the 

movie version of Choose your own Adventure books that we used to read as 

children. In Bandersnatch, the audience wasn’t going back in time but was able to 

control what is going to happen next through a set of two options to choose from 

which appeared on the screen periodically as and when a decision had to be made. 

This gave control to the viewer to make the film the way they want . This also gave 

me the idea for the Rube Goldberg Machine. A story made out of moving images. 

The Rube Goldberg machine now became a dynamic story made of moving 

images, the outcome of which is different each time. The story of life and its many 

possible outcomes as chosen by the audience. 

Figure 6 : The Rube Goldberg Experiment with moving images and different 
story lines to choose from
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Figure 7 : Snapshot of Interactive Move - Bandersnatch

 Adam Douglas’s Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy inspired me to write the 

story planet Earth as my Protagonist . The Virtual Time Machine was hence born. 

The theoretical physicist Sean Caroll in his book The Big Picture deals with the big-

gest questions, taking in quantum theory and free will along the way. Tim Radford 

in the Guardian reviews the book and writes “Some fundamental truths don’t bear 

thinking about. It is a sublime accident that we are here at all. We are all prisoners 

of the second law of thermodynamics, on a journey towards ever greater entropy. It 

is just your luck and mine that part of that universal trajectory from Big Bang to ul-

timate and inescapable cold and darkness includes an episode in which a little of the 

inexorable increase in disorder is here and there temporarily reversed, and sustained 

complexity – the sun, planets, you, me, trees and your friendly 
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neighborhood cosmic physicist – becomes possible.”   

 He also writes “....There may be no purpose or direction but once the 

Universe is there, things happen. Just as water can undergo phase transition from 

vapor to liquid to ice, so the cosmos can go from matter and energy to stars and 

planets and then from microbial slime to multicellular organisms to consciousness, 

the origin of language, the invention of machinery and of course to devising 

theories about the purpose of life.” So what if conditions on earth were not suitable 

for the microbial slime to become multicellular organisms? Would we have reached 

the concept of consciousness? Or in fact would we have even existed? That’s what 

The Virtual Time Machine explores.  

 The dynamic non linear story now became the story of planet Earth the 

evolution of which is different each time. The story of the Earth and its many 

possible outcomes as chosen by the audience as they jump through milestones in the 

timeline of the Earth. 

 The video game Universe Sandbox  explores the concept of creating one’s 

own solar system and galaxies, simulating  gravity, collision, and material 

interactions to reveal the beauty of our universe and the fragility of our planet. This 

gave me a chance to research and understand the evolution of the planet and its 

dependencies on the various aspects of physics, chemistry and biology to be able 
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to build a story which is fictional but can very well have happened in another 

parallel universe. 

Figure 8 : Universe Sandbox

 Dreams of Dali created by Goodby Silverstein & Partners (GS&P) in 

partnership with The Dali Museum as part of the exhibition Disney and Dali: 

Architects of the Imagination and Datum Explorer’s interpretation of converting 

UK’s woodland into digital installation gave context to what the visual context and 

style of the story might look like. It also made The Virtual Time Machine a VR 

experience. The experience of jumping through various environments in time and 

altering future of the planet. 
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Figure 9 : Dreams of Dali by Goodby Silverstein & Partners (GS&P) 

Figure 10 : Datum Explorer’s installation of UK’s woodlands
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 With the recent outbreak of Corona Virus, social media has evolved to 

occupy a primary part of our lives. It is through the windows of these social media 

that we keep ourselves updated with the necessary social distancing movement. This 

made me wonder what Earth’s social media profile might look like if it was 

personified. The story of the evolution of planet earth as seen on a social media feed.  
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4.1 Concept and Feature Identification

 After evolving from the words energy, butterfly effect, Rube Goldberg 

machines and unreliable narrator, the project finally revolved around the concept of 

establishing a relationship between life as an  unreliable narrator and butterfly effect.

Features for the experience included :

1. Non linear, dynamic story which does not have a curated direction, and can be 

started from anywhere and ended anywhere.

2. A Virtual reality system which is able to transport the audience from one  

environment to another. 

3. User Interface which gives the audience flexibility to curate their own story and 

be able to take decisions by interacting with it. 

4. Narration which aids storytelling and background sound to enhance the  

experience.

CHAPTER 4

METHODOLOGIES
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4.2 Style of Storytelling

 As the story had to be dynamic and non-linear, there was a need to explore 

other forms of narrative. The branching tree structure form of narrative fit 

perfectly. The branching tree structure is said to be derived from a more historic 

context within the subjects of biology and natural history. For example, the 

pedigree and human family tree are examples of  branching tree form of narrative. 

The open ended structures have been explored a lot in the literary context, however 

not so much in artistic practice until the advent of computer technologies, where 

hyperlinks could be easily used to implement branching. The reason why the open 

ended structure has not been successful was due to the fact that any meaningful 

organization and creation of a true branching system was laborious and 

voluminous. However the system where the branch need not spawn new branches 

but could loop or be a dead end or return the audience to the previous point have 

been more commonly used in practice. The story for the experience had to be 

flexible enough to start at any point and yet be comprehensible. At the same time, it 

had to branch out to spawn out new storylines. In order to keep it contained, some 

storylines could connect back to another storyline or just simply end. 
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Figure 11 : Branching Narrative

4.3  Sample Story of Hansel and Gretel

 In order to understand the flow of the narrative, I took a simple linear story 

that was already written and converted this into a dynamic , branching structure 

narrative. The story I picked was Hansel and Gretel. The linear story of Hansel and 

Gretel was twisted and turned to bring multiple fictional storylines. Certain plot 

points were selected where the decision can be given and from where the story could 

fork out into different storylines based on the choice of the audience.
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 For example, what if Hansel and Gretel had actually not found their way 

back and were lost in the forest forever. Or if the children had escaped the witch’s 

house on the first night? 

 Choose your own ending to Hansel and Gretel.

Figure 12 : Brainstorm of non linear story of Hansel and Gretel

Figure 13 : Prototype of Hansel an Gretel(Click on image to view link)
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Figure 14 : User Flow of Hansel and Gretel (Click on image to view)

4.4 Story and Script : Noor

 Before the birth of planet Earth as the protagonist of The Virtual Time 

Machine, the brainstorm of the story began with a typical concept of using a human 

protagonist. The story started with picking a character and then building characters 

around this main character. The plot point milestones were then decided and the 

various characters were placed in the various plot points where decisions had to be 

taken. The multiple storylines were given different emotions so that each and every 

person gets a chance to take a trip through different emotions through the story and 

be able to connect differently to the protagonist.  
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The story is about a 16 year old girl named Noor and what happens through her life. 

The story begins on her 16th birthday when she makes her Instagram account. The 

audience gets to travel with her through her life’s journey and take decisions for her. 

Should she get on that bus or not. Should she move to Berkley or stay in New York. 

The audience gets to decide how Noor’s life looks in the present. 

Toying with her Instagram profile due to which every change that the audience makes 

reflects in her living a different life in the present. The story consisted of three basic 

storylines of how her life could have turned out differently and multiple subplots 

leading to abrupt endings. 

A human as a protagonist created an already existing connection with the audience 

as they would be able to place themselves in her shoes during certain situations due 

to their past experiences and memories.

However there were a few things that were not compelling enough. What was the 

motivation for the audience to alter a random fictional girl’s life? What were they 

taking away from this experience?

I didn’t have the answers to these questions and hence came to a realization that this 

story was not convincing enough.
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Figure 15 : Brainstorm of non linear story of a human protagonist- Noor

4.5 Story of Earth

 This led to the birth of the idea of planet Earth as the protagonist. The idea 

was to personify the planet earth and give the planet a social media profile which 

acts as the medium of interaction with the experience. The narrative is the story of 

the evolution of the planet earth and how the audience can alter the evolution of the 

earth to generate whole new realities or a whole new present. With the increase in 

socio- environmental issues causing much harm to the planet earth and depleting its 

natural resources its time to take a step back and look at our actions. This story will 

give us a chance to envision a completely different perspective of how evolution of 

earth would have been if different decisions had been taken.
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 The story starts 13.8 million years ago when the universe started expanding 

resulting in the Big Bang and the beginning of everything. There are multiple story 

lines illustrating various hypothetical scenarios of the various evolutionary paths 

that Earth could have taken if the ideal case did not exist. It is a take on what the 

parallel universe might look like. 

 In Erwin Schrödinger’s experiment, it is believed that as long as there is no 

observer, the state of the cat is both alive and dead as there is no way of knowing 

what’s happening inside a sealed box. Hence at this point one has to consider an 

equal probability of all possibilities. But the minute an observer is put in this 

scenario, the exact state of the cat is revealed and all other possibilities are proved 

wrong. According to some scientists who believe in the concept of parallel 

universe, claim that all possibilities are executed, but in parallel universes. 

However we are able to only witness one of the possibilities as we have access only 

to one reality. But what if we can sneak peek into all the other parallel 

universes?

 The Virtual Time Machine gives us an opportunity to take a peek into another 

parallel universe where the other possibility takes place. 
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4.6 Final Story 

                                                                                                                              

Figure 16 : Final Story of the Earth
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4.7 Technical Requirements

 In order to build an immersive experience, it was necessary to break out of the 

two dimensional space and move into the three dimensional space and hence Virtual 

Reality was the best way to go about it. I chose to use the Oculus quest paired with 

the development app of Unity3D. Unity software, gave affordance to easy 

development and quick testing. 

 I was able to quickly build various environments and then link them such that 

they are all accessible by a UI using the Oculus Quest controllers. The environments 

were built on the built in render pipeline of Unity. 

4.8 User Journey

 The user journey starts with the user first wearing the headset after which the 

experience starts with a short introduction to set some context after which the user 

can start choosing the environments that he wishes to explore and then start 

changing the future and fate of the planet.

There are mainly 3 ways in which the user can end the experience. 

1. When the story abruptly ends due to the storyline of Earth coming to an end

2. When the user finally reaches the present.

3. When the user voluntarily ends the experience.
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Figure 17 : User Journey (Click on Image to view)
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4.9 Documentation

Figure 18 : Documentation of the environments

Figure 19 : Documentation Video (Click on image to view)
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4.10 Experience

Figure 20 : The Virtual Time Machine-Trailer Video (Click on image to view)

The Virtual
Time Machine

Figure 21 : The Virtual Time Machine Experience (Click on image to view)
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 One of the major difficulties while working with VR is the cause of motion 

sickness when having the headset for long periods of time. It produced a feeling of 

nausea which took 15- 20 minutes to feel better during which time  I couldn’t 

really test out the experience. From a software standpoint, keeping up with the newer 

releases of Unity and Oculus was difficult as the project kept breaking with newer 

versions and giving rise to certain compatibility issues. I initially started working 

with the built-in- render pipeline of unity and shifted to Universal Render Pipeline 

halfway through the project adapting to which was difficult but eventually due to the 

downscaling of the project towards the end of the process, had to adapt back to the 

built-in-render pipeline. This back and forth shift took away quite some time.

CHAPTER 5

TECHNICAL LIMITATIONS
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 I would like to keep The Virtual Machine a live project so that it is 

continuously updated as our planet crosses milestones. I would also like to make a 

public profile of the planet Earth on social media like Instagram and host a Virtual 

Reality Experience in collaboration with Instagram. 

I also want to explore allowing the audience to build their own storylines of their 

imagined Earth and somehow make it a part of the experience. 

In the long run, I want all of us to become more mindful of our actions and think 

about how the Earth might end up due to teach of our small decisions.  

CHAPTER 6

FUTURE SCOPE OF THE PROJECT



 38

 I describe my work as fragments of unfinished work, which is continuously 

evolving to attain new meaning. The Virtual Time Machine is one such experience 

which evolves with the passage of time as the planet experiences new milestones. 

 As we move ahead taking decisions in our lives, we tend to ignore the bigger 

picture. I want this experience to act as the seed to a whole new thought process 

which looks at the world from the eyes of an outsider and be able to foresee 

different futures based on our everyday decisions. 

 Working on this project has made me realize that there is a scientific reason 

behind everything happening around us and yet we have a completely 

unpredictable future. This is due to the overarching agenda of the universe of 

reaching complete disorder. We as humans are a tiny fortunate blip in this agenda. 

Hence we should take this opportunity to become more mindful about our 

surroundings and our actions.

CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION
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