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When you dream, what is your real body doing? In REM sleep,
there is a substantial disconnect between your mind and
your body. In REM sleep your brain may be very
busy but your real body remains paralyzed in bed.
This paralysis exists except for your eyes,
diaphragm, and stapedius muscle in your
middle ear. The fact that your eyes are
able to move is how rapid eye movement
sleep was named. The fact that your eyes
are able to move also provide some very interesting
clues as to what is really going on in your dream
world. After all, the eyes are the window to the soul. 

Several studies have determined that there is
very likely a correlation between the direction
of gaze in the dream by the dreamer and the
direction of the dreamer’s actual rapid eye
movements.1 2 3 In other words, it is likely that the direction where
you are looking in your dream is portrayed by the direction of you real
eyes. There are a number of ways to study what the eye movements
seen by the researcher mean to the dreamer in their dream.
Following an awakening from REM sleep, a concordance exists
among the number, direction, and amplitude of REM sleep rapid
eye movements and the shifts of gaze described by the dreamer.4

This suggests that the real eye movements are reflecting the direction
of gaze within the dream itself. 

While you are awake, the speed and direction of your head movements
have a significant influence on the speed and direction of your eye
movements.5 Certain types of eye movements and head movements
go together and don’t often occur separately. One of the most 
convincing studies that the rapid eye movements during REM sleep
are indeed reflective of the dreamt eye movements of the dreamer is
that the rapid eye movements of REM sleep are most similar, in
velocity and pattern to waking eye movements when the head and
eyes move together in synchrony, and they are not similar to eye
movements in the awake state when the head is still.6 7 REM sleep
eye movements look just like awake eye movements when the head
is in motion. Not only does this imply that the eye movements of
the sleeper are likely reflecting the same eye movements within the
dream but it also supports for the idea that these same rapid eye
movements also reflect the time when vivid action or motion is
occurring in the dream.

There is also something different about the pattern of eye movements
that you normally have while awake compared to those seen

during REM sleep. While awake with the head restrained,
eye movements usually occur in single bursts, often 

separated by at least 150 milliseconds.8 This is different
from when eye movements are accompanied by head
movements. When the head is also moving eye 
movements most often occur in a burst pattern

formed by sequences of multiple eye and
head movements.9 This again reflects a 
coordinated effort of the eyes and the
head moving together almost as a single
movement. The rapid eye movements of
REM sleep are much more similar to
those seen during head movements.
They do not usually occur as single
movements here or there. Instead, they
occur in bursts of rapid eye movements
punctuated by periods of ten to twenty

seconds or so during which time they are not moving much at all. 

Rotatory eye movements are rotational movements, either clockwise,
or counterclockwise, such as a turning doorknob. While awake,
these rotatory eye movements are only seen when the head is in
motion and never when the head is stationary.10 When in REM sleep,
the head is motionless but rotatory eye movements are nevertheless
seen.11 This is very strong support that the rapid eye movements in
REM sleep reflect head and eye motion within the dream.

All of these studies provide strong support for the idea that the actual
eye movements reflect the eye movements of the dreamer within the
dream itself and that their occurrence is likely to be associated with
simultaneous head motion within the dream. Bursts of rapid eye
movements reflect times of dream action and motion.12
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