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Praise for Charlie Morley

‘Charlie Morley, a lucid dreaming expert, offers simple techniques to help you master the skill.’

The Guardian

‘Learning from Charlie felt like him taking me by the hand and guiding me on an exploration of my own mind. I highly recommend him not only for his knowledge of the subject matter but more so for his unique ability to teach in a fun and compelling way that gets results for his students.’

Vishen Lakhiani, New York Times bestselling author and founder of Mindvalley

‘Joyfully exploring consciousness, lucid dreaming and Buddhism, Charlie Morley gently stretches the reader’s mind to accept dream yoga’s premise of real awakening. I recommend this for everyone on the lucid dreaming path.’

Robert Waggoner, author of Lucid Dreaming: Gateway to the Inner Self

‘This is pioneering work: a lucid dreaming guide that masterfully bridges the gap between science and practical application, offering an impactful exploration into the potential of lucid dreams. It is an indispensable tool for anyone aspiring to explore and transform their conscious experience through the art of lucid dreaming. I will recommend to my patients.’

Dr Heather Sequeira, consultant chartered psychologist

‘Partnering with Charlie in our research has truly been a rewarding journey. I hold him in high esteem, and I’m delighted to find his unique blend of wisdom, wit and wonder shining through in this book.’

Dr Garret Yount, molecular neurobiologist, Institute of Noetic Science

‘Wow! Charlie Morley has concocted a powerful mix of spirituality and scientific research to reveal how the mystery of sleep can wake you up to a whole new life.’

Robert Holden, PhD, author of Shift Happens!

‘Charlie’s pioneering work on mindfulness of sleep and dream has already delivered great results within the UK Defence community. I am hugely grateful to Charlie for the work he has already done and I know will continue to do.’

Lt General R.A. Magowan CB, CBE, Deputy Commander UK Strategic Command and Commandant General Royal Marines

‘In Dreams of Awakening Charlie shares wonderful advice, not just for dreaming but also for living – and he has a knack for conveying a modern take on ancient wisdom clearly and compellingly.’

Professor Ken Paller, cognitive neuroscientist, Northwestern University, Illinois

‘Charlie Morley has the beautiful ability to present authentic practices in accessible ways. His dedication, knowledge and kindness shine throughout and I firmly believe this book will bring great benefit to those who read it. He is an inspiration to those who wish to understand spirituality.’

Eddy Elsey, bestselling author of Let Healing Happen

‘I have run joint retreats with Charlie and I consider him to be the most experienced and authentic practitioner of lucid dreaming teaching in Europe. He has been training since his teens and this book offers a training programme based on this unique practical experience.’

Rob Nairn, author of Living, Dreaming, Dying

‘Charlie is proof of evolution. He’s the next generation – sharp of mind and sweet of heart. He’s like a DJ mixing old and new to create a practice that’s relevant, useful and most importantly, one that works. I wholeheartedly recommend his book. He’s the real thing.’

Ya’Acov Darling Khan, co-author of Movement Medicine: How to Awaken, Dance and Live Your Dreams
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FOREWORD

Buddhist meditation is ultimately about liberating the mind from illusion and self-deception. To this end, it is necessary to train the mind and develop kindness, compassion and wisdom. The dreaming mind is fertile ground for developing these qualities. In the Tibetan tradition, the refined discipline of dream yoga has been practised for 1,000 years, and as one of the famous Six Yogas of Naropa, it is an important element in our intensive four-year retreats at Samye Ling monastery. The stability of the lucid dream is the foundation of dream yoga.

In Dreams of Awakening, Charlie Morley is offering a useful, practical synthesis of both Western and Tibetan Buddhist approaches to dream work, and the Western methods of inducing lucid dreams are a significant support for anyone wishing to engage in the practice of dream yoga in the future.

I am one of Charlie’s teachers and have a strong connection with him; through this, I have confidence in his honest simplicity and trust his methods. His clarity, humility and humanity make it easier for people to understand his presentation of the deep and important subject of lucid dreaming, and I am satisfied that people who study this book and attend his courses can trust him. Charlie’s approach is particularly valuable because he is offering methods of working with dreaming that will help people in societies where relevant methods have until now been lacking.

It’s now over 10 years since Dreams of Awakening was first published and I hope this new edition will continue to help people with an interest in learning more about lucid dreaming and the benefits this can bring to their lives.

I recommend this book to anyone who wishes to benefit from living a more awakened life.

[image: Signature and seal of Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche]

Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche
 Chairman of the Rokpa Trust
 Abbot of Kagyu Samye Ling
 Executive Director of the Holy Isle Project




INTRODUCTION

In 1881, the American astronomer E.E. Barnard discovered a new galaxy. At the time, it wasn’t recognized as a galaxy, because the notion of multiple galaxies was deemed ridiculous. There was only one galaxy – ours. The Milky Way was the entire universe. A couple of decades into the 20th century, it was finally conceded that there could be up to a dozen galaxies, although many people still thought this impossible. We now know that there are over 100 billion galaxies just in the tiny section of the universe that we know about. From one galaxy to 100 billion galaxies in one lifetime. And we dare to think that something doesn’t exist simply because we haven’t seen it yet?

Lord Kelvin, the Nobel laureate 15 years before Einstein, told his university students not to study post-graduate physics because there was nothing left to discover. He thought they had nailed it already. And then a decade or so later came relativity and quantum mechanics. Oops.

We humans have got form when it comes to dismissing that which we are yet to discover. And so it was with lucid dreaming until relatively recently. But now lucid dreaming is not only accepted as a scientifically verifiable phenomenon, it has actually been described by Professor Matthew Walker in his book Why We Sleep as the next step in human evolution. In fact, Walker joked in a podcast recently, ‘We don’t need to be worried about AI, we need to be worried about lucid dreamers becoming the next super-race of humanity!’1

The world has changed so much since 2013, when I wrote the first edition of this book: smartphones are in every pocket, gender is no longer seen as binary, Instagram, Tinder and TikTok happened, world peace didn’t, AI is here to stay and so are UFOs. Oh, and I turned 40.

So, it was with the eyes of early middle age that I read back over what I wrote in my late twenties and, with the discernment that the newly grey hairs on my head have given me, cut entire sections and added whole new chapters. We needed to keep the wordcount pretty much the same as the first edition, so I removed a lot of the less important parts to make way for the new stuff. You’ll be able to find most of the cut sections in PDF format on my website, though.

The book has been fully revised, restructured and rewritten, and although it keeps the same title, it really is quite different from the original. Some of the techniques that were barely mentioned in the first edition take centre stage now, due to 15 years of teaching experience proving their effectiveness. The new sections on PTSD treatment, inner child work and using lucid dreaming for depression and grief were missing from the first edition simply because I wasn’t aware that they were possible 10 years ago.

Using the same three-part structure of Ground, Path and Germination, my aim is to offer a map based on almost 25 years of lucid dreaming experience that, if followed, will allow the recognition of the dream state to become the recognition of your mind’s true potential.

After a solid grounding in the history, context and benefits of lucid dreaming within both Western and Buddhist traditions, we’ll set off down the path of learning how to be mindfully aware in our dreams and sleep. Then finally we’ll explore the germination of the practice, journey into the frontier lands and see just how deep the rabbit-hole goes.

The journey won’t be just in reading this book, but in where it will inspire you to go. So, let’s set off on the road… to dreams of awakening.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BASICS


‘Let us learn to dream, and then we may perhaps find the truth.’

Friedrich Kekulé



Lucid dreaming is magical and misunderstood in equal measure. That’s why it’s useful to have a stable ground of understanding before applying the practice. So, let’s prepare our ground, weed out the facts from the fiction and open our minds to the limitless potential of the field before us.

What Is a Lucid Dream?

To start by clarifying terms, a lucid dream is a dream in which we are actively aware that we are dreaming as the dream is happening. From a psychological point of view, a lucid dream could be described as ‘the reactivation of self-reflective awareness within the previously non-aware REM dreaming sleep state’.

But don’t be deceived by this dry definition. Lucid dreams are commonly described as among the most thrilling experiences to be had. A fully lucid dream isn’t a hazy, imprecise phantasmagoria, but a full-colour, high-definition and hyper-realistic experience. It can profoundly reconfigure our perception of reality.

Once we become lucid, we don’t wake up – we’re still sound asleep – but parts of our brain become reactivated (the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex primarily),1 allowing us to experience the dream state consciously and choose what we want to do in it. We can now direct the dream at will.

Once lucid, we’re not half-awake/half-asleep, we’re not just having a very vivid dream and we’re not having an out-of-body experience (sometimes called astral projection). We’re simply conscious and aware while in REM dreaming sleep.

About 55 per cent of people report having had a lucid dream at least once in their lives and only 23 per cent report having them monthly,2 but lucid dreaming is a learnable skill and my job is to teach you how.

From a Buddhist perspective, lucid dreaming is seen as a form of mind training in which we learn to consciously recognize our dreams as a way to train our mind to be more awake and aware and kinder in everyday life. To dream lucidly is to live lucidly – to wake up to life.

The term ‘lucid dream’ was supposedly coined by Frederik van Eeden, a Dutch psychiatrist, over 100 years ago,3 but is misleading. My workshop participants sometimes describe a particularly intense, vivid dream they have had and ask whether this could be classified as a lucid dream. My answer is always that if you have to ask whether a dream was lucid, it probably wasn’t. When you’ve had a fully lucid dream, you won’t be left wondering if it qualified.

To avoid this confusion, some have put forward the alternative term ‘conscious dreaming’. But the word ‘lucid’ originally conveyed the meaning of ‘having insight’, rather than describing the perceptual quality of the experience. It is this element of insight that is the cornerstone of the lucid dream. In fact, it reveals the profound potential of the mind in a way that few other states of consciousness can, because through lucid dreaming we become aware of awareness itself.

As mentioned previously, this awakening of awareness within the dream state isn’t accompanied by any physiological awakening. To all outward appearances, we’re still sound asleep and ‘unconscious’, yet internally, in our dreaming mind, it could be said that we are wide awake. Van Eeden commented, ‘In lucid dreams the sleeper remembers his daily life [and] reaches a state of perfect awareness… Yet the sleep is undisturbed, deep and refreshing.’4

It seems a contradiction to be both aware and asleep at the same time, and this neurological paradox means that it was only in the late 1970s that lucid dreaming came to be verified by Western scientific means.

Although Western science was quite late to the game, the first academic article on lucid dreaming was published in 1948 in an edition of Psychiatric Quarterly5 under the title ‘Pleasant Dreams!’, and lucid dreaming has been a scientifically verified phenomenon for almost 50 years now. It has unique and ‘discernible neural correlates’, which means that it’s not just psychological, it’s physical, and yet there are still some people who question its validity, so let’s go a little deeper into some of the scientific proof of lucid dreaming.

Studies from Frankfurt University’s neurological clinic and the Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry have found that specific alterations to brain physiology appear once a dreamer becomes lucid. Using brain-imaging technology such as magnetic resonance tomography and EEG, scientists can now pinpoint the actual ‘Aha! I’m dreaming!’ moment of lucid awareness and its neurophysiological correlates. The researchers concluded that: ‘Lucid dreaming constitutes a hybrid state of consciousness with definable and measurable differences from the waking state and from the REM [rapid eye movement] dream state.’6 They discovered that when lucid consciousness was attained within the dream, activity in areas associated with self-assessment and self-perception increased markedly within seconds.7

How did this actually work? When the subject was asleep and dreaming non-lucidly, the researchers observed that their prefrontal cortex (an area linked to our sense of self and agency) was almost entirely offline, but when they became lucid, that area became reactivated, as their sense of self switched back on and they went, ‘Aha! I’m dreaming!’ This means the apparent paradox of being both aware and asleep, which had previously caused a lot of resistance and scepticism in the scientific establishment, was simply a failure to understand how two distinct brain regions could be activated simultaneously.

The Brain Thinks We’re Awake

Here is an interesting philosophical question: is conscious awareness predicated on being physically awake? No, not for the brain. From a neurological point of view, self-reflective consciousness is predicated on prefrontal cortex activation, regardless of what state of waking or sleep we’re in.

This means that, to our psycho-physical system, a lucid dream isn’t just a visualization, it’s a reality, and because of this, neural pathways can be created and strengthened in our lucid dreams, just as they can while we’re awake. This is due to neuroplasticity: The more we use certain brain networks, the more blood flow they receive and the deeper the grooves in the grey-matter density of that brain region become. This means that – audacious as it may sound – through lucid dreaming we can actually rewire our brain, and so create new habits of mind, get better at waking-state activities and make lasting changes to our neurology while we sleep.

The implications of this are huge. If our neurological system doesn’t differentiate between waking and lucid dreaming experiences, if we integrate a trauma in a lucid dream or have a spiritual breakthrough, does our brain think that we have actually done so in real life? Yes, and that is the core neurological process underlying the huge transformational potential of lucid dreaming.



Charlie says

‘Interestingly, because of this, the idea of “Pinch yourself to see if you’re dreaming” doesn’t work in a lucid dream and instead most people simply feel the pain of the pinch. This is nuts, because nothing is actually being pinched (it’s just your dream fingers pinching your dream arm), and yet your brain still creates the illusion of pain. Buddha was right: “With our mind we make the world!”’



Realer than Real

The thing that surprises most first-time lucid dreamers is the fact that fully lucid dreams aren’t very dreamy at all. The lucid dream state both looks and feels real. It is a meticulously intricate mental construct that often appears as realistic as our waking reality. It may, in fact, seem so real that we come to question our perceptions of waking reality and stand in awe of the creative aptitude of the human mind. Since I started training, I’ve had hundreds of lucid dreams and yet I’m still struck by the infinite potential of lucid dreaming and its capacity to facilitate entire dimensions of ‘reality’ within our own mind. The lucid dream environment is often so meticulously realistic that some new lucid dreamers come to the audacious conclusion that it can’t be a dream at all and they must have travelled to another dimension. And indeed they have – a dimension within their own mind.

Does this mean lucid dreamers stand to lose touch with reality? No, in fact quite the opposite: once we can penetrate the persuasive reality of the dreamscape and know it as an illusion, we become better equipped to recognize self-deception in the waking state. This makes us more grounded and more aware.

If you haven’t had a lucid dream yet, or are still unsure as to what one actually constitutes, take a moment now to check out some of the lucid dreams at the back of the book. Please do take a moment to do this.*

Essentially, during a lucid dream the mind is creating an incredibly detailed three-dimensional projection to form the functional reality of the dreamscape, while another part of the mind is consciously interacting with this projection in real time. So, in a lucid dream we are both the creator and the created, the projector and the projected.

This mind-boggling process reveals the infinite potential of the brain in a way few other states of consciousness can, because through lucid dreaming we become conscious within our unconscious. This opens up the possibility of directly interacting with psychological aspects and archetypes at a seemingly tangible level.

This allows us to literally dialogue with the source of our deepest fear or have a discussion with the personification of our own mind.


Charlie says

‘I will never forget the first time I intentionally did this. It changed my life forever. It was the dream in which I met the personification of my subconscious mind. She hugged me and gave me a kind of pep talk!’ (For a full description of this dream, see Dream 8)



Being conscious in the unconscious mind means that we are in a state not dissimilar to hypnotherapeutic trance, and in fact anything that can be treated by hypnotherapy can also be treated by lucid dreaming: addictions, phobias, depression, sports performance, confidence issues, physical ailments and even post-traumatic stress disorder.

And, just as a hypnotherapist might plant a beneficial suggestion of healing intent into our unconscious mind, a lucid dreamer might do the same, but due to the even deeper depths to which lucid dreaming takes us, it can work even more powerfully.

My friend the lucid dreaming expert Robert Waggoner once told me, ‘Lucid dreaming helps us to see the magic that already exists.’ It’s true: while we are learning to see through illusion, lucid dreaming nonetheless gives us a tangible experience of the magic of the dream state. We find ourselves experiencing a huge three-dimensional virtual-reality simulation of our own psyche, in which we aren’t just one with everything, we are everything. We are the main player in a hallucinatory projection of our own mind in which psychological concepts such as love, fear and time can be met and dialogued with in personified form.

In a fully lucid dream, the quality of cognitive awareness allows us to interact directly with the dream and to influence it. Given enough lucidity, we can experience a dream with exactly the same reflective awareness as when we are awake. We know that we are actually asleep in our bed, we remember what we had planned to do once lucid and we know that we are moving around our own psyche.

Lucid dreams are shown to differ from ordinary (REM) dreams by an increased brain frequency in the 40Hz (or gamma) range in the frontal and frontolateral areas of the brain. Gamma brainwaves are the highest-frequency brainwaves and are associated with high levels of insight and awareness, peak concentration and spiritual experience. This increase in gamma activity allows us to access a level of awareness not just equal to the waking state, but actually much higher.

Lucid dreaming isn’t an easy skill to learn, but it is undeniably one of the most exciting and rewarding practices we may ever engage in, with a wealth of both psychological and spiritual benefits. Within the safety of our bodhicitta motivation (more about that later), it’s a completely safe practice, open to all ages and abilities, offering a unique insight into our own psychology.

In a letter to a mourning friend, Albert Einstein wrote, ‘A human being… experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness… To try to overcome this delusion is the way to attain true peace of mind.’8

Through lucid dreaming we can overcome this delusion, as we experience a fully realistic ‘reality’ that may seem separate from us, but which we know we are dreaming into existence and is actually within us. Thus we are introduced, in visceral fashion, to the radical notion that duality may be a delusion. In a lucid dream we are one with everything, because we are everything. This experience can help dissolve our sense of isolation in the waking state, allowing us to finally wake up to the Oneness on which Einstein and the mystics of the ages have been so eloquent.

What Is the Lucidity Spectrum?

Although full lucidity depends upon an ‘Aha!’ moment in which we realize we’re dreaming, followed by the ability to direct the dream at will, there is a spectrum of lucidity. This is based on the degrees of awareness within the dream, ranging from a suspicion that we might be dreaming to fully conscious reflective awareness.

I’ve identified four main levels on the spectrum, although this is a very basic system of categorization and it’s not necessary to stick to it rigidly. Our progress along the spectrum isn’t always a linear one either, and although Level 1 may often lead to Level 2 and so on, it is also common to find ourselves at Level 3 or 4 straightaway, thanks to a sudden burst of awareness.

Level 1: Pre-lucid

‘Pre-lucid’ is a term coined by lucid dream researcher Celia Green to describe the state of mind in which we critically question the reality of the dream. Although this experience can lead straight to lucidity, it’s often a state that beginners may visit frustratingly frequently without becoming lucid.

In the pre-lucid state, suspicions arise that we might be dreaming, usually after we have become aware of some bizarre dream anomaly. For example, we are pre-lucid if we find ourselves in a dream thinking, Hang on, I don’t usually go out in public in my underwear… Could I be dreaming?

Level 2: Semi-lucid

Here we experience the ‘Aha!’ moment of lucid awareness but then slip back and forth between lucidity and non-lucidity. We may be lucid one moment, then become distracted by the dream and slip back into non-lucidity. Alternatively, ‘semi-lucid’ can describe the state of lucidity in which we know that we are dreaming but simply allow the dream to play out without any interaction or intervention of any kind.

More commonly, the initial ‘lucidity flash’ can be so exciting that we wake ourselves up. Hang on, I don’t usually go out in public in my underwear… Could I be dreaming? soon becomes Oh, wow! I actually am dreaming! This is so cool! I can’t wait to try to… and then we find ourselves awake in our bed. In fact, for some beginners, this initial over-excitability means that their first few lucid dreams may only last a matter of seconds before they wake up. (We’ll look at ways to avoid this in Part II.)

Level 3: Fully Lucid

This is the state of fully conscious reflective awareness within the dream, coupled with volitional interaction with the dreamscape and dream characters. We can now co-create the dream at will.

Here we are fully aware that we’re dreaming and can begin to influence the dreamscape and narrative of the dream by engaging in whatever activity we want to do. With full lucidity, we can maintain awareness for the entirety of the dream period, which may be an hour or more in length.

Many believe this is the highest possible level of lucidity. I disagree – there is a deeper level.

Level 4: Super-lucid

This is a term borrowed from Robert Waggoner to describe the state in which we have a level of awareness that surpasses full lucidity, due to an experience of partial non-dual awareness.

What does this mean? The fundamental difference between ‘fully lucid’ and ‘super-lucid’ rests on a subtle but profound shift of perception. Most of us experiencing a fully lucid dream will interact with the dream as if it is waking reality. For example, we might use a door to get from one room to another or fly through the air to travel to a new place. In a super-lucid dream, however, we’ll just walk straight through the wall or instantly appear somewhere at will rather than travel there. While super-lucid, we base all our actions upon the realization that everything in the dream is a creation of the mind, without slipping back into the dualistic interactions of lower-level full lucidity.*

Witnessing Dream

This type of dream falls within the lucidity spectrum but doesn’t quite fit into any of the four levels described previously. We experience a witnessing dream from a gentle non-preferential perspective, fully aware that we are dreaming but without any desire to influence or interact with the dream. Instead we allow it to unfold on its own, often as though we are watching the dream on a movie screen.

Witnessing dreams can happen spontaneously, but are a common product of prolonged periods of meditation – the meditator effectively carries the daytime’s quiet non-preferential mindfulness into the night.*

•••

Don’t worry too much about the different levels of lucidity. I’ve included the lucidity spectrum here more to explore the nature of lucidity than to make it a cornerstone of the practice.

Does Lucid Dreaming Mean We’re Controlling Our Dreams?

Many books and websites promise the ability to ‘control your dreams through lucid dreaming’, but this is an ill-advised – and arguably impossible – aim. Although it’s true that with training an advanced practitioner can gain a remarkable level of volitional influence over many aspects of their subjective experience, there is always a much larger aspect of mind creating and controlling the majority of the dream.

Once lucid, it is of course natural to want to exert our will. One of the most popular lucid dream activities seems to be flying, so let’s work with that example. Say you become lucid and choose to fly into the sky. Arms outstretched like Superman and you’re off. You’re controlling the dream, right? Wrong.

Even in a lucid dream in which you’re flying through the air, controlling your elevation and velocity at will, there is still a much larger aspect of mind creating and managing the dream landscape that you’re flying over and the dream sky that you’re flying in. Did you choose to have those dream characters walking the streets below you? You may be controlling your subjective experience of the localized dreamscape, but there is something much more powerful directing everything else.

Waggoner says, ‘No sailor controls the sea. Similarly, no lucid dreamer controls the dream.’9 A sailor controls their boat, but it would be an arrogant sailor who believed that they were controlling the awesome power of the sea, and it’s just the same with our dreams.

I didn’t always believe this, though. Through a lot of intensive training in my 20s, I once reached a level of lucidity in which I would change the entire dreamscape just because I could, silence dream characters to show them I was boss and forcefully reject new lines of narrative in favour of my own. I thought that finally, after years of practice, I had gained full control over my dreams, but in fact I was disregarding the music of the dreaming mind and forcefully dancing to my own beat, totally out of synch with what the dream was trying to offer. These attempts would invariably lead to a loving but firm slap from the motherly dreaming mind, either through an inexplicable loss of lucid control or a bombardment of nightmarish shadow material.

Once I began to relinquish the excessive control I had been exercising, something strange happened – I started to have more volitional influence within my lucid dreams, not less. It was as if once I had shifted my motivation from control to co‑creation, the dreaming mind responded positively by giving me more lucid capacity.

A sailor may grow to know the sea so well that he sails as if he were in control. So, too, we can come to sail upon the ocean of our dreaming mind.

Are We Messing with the Unconscious?

Another concern we should address at the outset is the fear that by lucid dreaming we may somehow be interfering with the integrity of the unconscious by bringing awareness into an area of our mind that normally seems to function autonomously. Thankfully, this fear is groundless.

Rather than lucid dreaming polluting the pure message from the deeper part of ourselves, it actually allows that message to be heeded more easily, which I believe is exactly what the unconscious mind wants. The unconscious actually enjoys lucidity, because finally a line of direct communication is being set up between it and the conscious mind, and it ‘takes joy in dealing with greater awareness and greater consciousness’.10 Finally, it can talk to us face to face.

With every dream, the unconscious mind is offering us a hand of friendship. But far too often this is an offering we ignore, either by not remembering our dreams or by failing to acknowledge their value. Once we become lucid within the dream, however, we are extending the hand of friendship towards the unconscious mind and finally making friends with it.

As Rob Preece says in The Psychology of Buddhist Tantra, ‘When we are willing to take the psyche seriously, and listen to its symbolic expression, we can gain greater clarity and insight into the forces that influence us. We will no longer be victims of the unconscious.’11

This is one of the core benefits of lucid dreaming: making friends with ourselves. We don’t get lucid so we can try to control the unconscious mind or boss it about, we get lucid so that we can make friends with it, commune with it and finally start listening to it.

As with any friendship, we have to learn to accept our new friend on equal terms, not censoring or arguing with them, but listening to them with an open heart. This is the most important friendship we may ever have, and it is a friendship that will spill over into our waking state, too, in sudden bursts of creativity or spontaneous insights that let us know our new friend is always with us – even when we’re not dreaming.

Although this friendship may be on equal terms, the unconscious has been running the dream state for much longer than we’ve been trying to have intentional lucid dreams, and so it will always be the stronger force. We’re not talking about taking some drug that compels the unconscious mind to accommodate lucid awareness, but a process by which the dreaming mind opens the door and allows lucidity into its domain.* This means that if it doesn’t like what we’re doing in the lucid dream, it will simply block our attempts to do whatever it is, so to think that we can ‘mess with the unconscious’ just because we are lucid is to ascribe an inflated degree of influence to our conscious mind.

Can Everyone Do It?

The good news is that everybody can learn to lucid dream. In fact, we don’t even really need to learn, we just need to remember.

Picasso once said, ‘Every child is born an artist; the adult’s job is to remember how,’ and it seems to be the same with lucid dreaming.

A 1998 study called ‘Age-dependent dreaming’ reported that about 30 per cent of adolescents from 14 to 17 experienced lucid dreams once or twice a week,12 having between 50–100 spontaneous lucid dreams per year – a percentage that is much higher than that reported by adults.

A study of British schoolchildren conducted by Swansea University13 found that lucid dreaming was common in children, with 43.5 per cent of the 6-to-18-year-olds surveyed having had at least one lucid dream, and a 2012 study14 from Harvard Medical School professor Allan Hobson and Ursula Voss found that lucid dreaming was quite pronounced in young children and even proposed a link between the natural occurrence of lucid dreaming and brain maturation.


Charlie says

‘Parents might be interested to know that a 2006 study15 found a direct correlation between video-gaming and lucid dream frequency, while a 2012 study16 showed an increase in lucid dreaming among children who read fantasy fiction. I will leave it to individual parents to decide which of the two activities to encourage!’



The fact that lucid dreaming comes factory-installed tells us two crucial things. First, that you have almost certainly had dozens of lucid dreams before, whether you remember them or not, and second that you don’t need to learn to lucid dream, you need to remember. One of the best ways to remember is to reconnect with the part of yourself that first lucidly dreamed: your inner child (in Chapter 7 we’ll learn how).

My personal theory on why children have so many spontaneous lucid dreams is connected to creativity. Most children are naturally right-brain dominant, meaning they are attuned to the creative, imaginative, intuitive side of their brain. But as they grow up, they switch sides to the more logical, calculating, left-brain dominance of adulthood. Dreaming is an almost entirely right-brain activity, so it seems that once we lose our connection to the creativity of our brain’s right hemisphere, we also lose our connection to our dreams – and our natural ability to become lucid within them. In short, we forget how to lucid dream when we forget how to be children. Artistic adults such as actors, musicians and artists, however, often retain their right-brain inclination, which is why they seem to have spontaneous lucid dreams more often than other people.

So, lucid dreaming is a perfectly natural state of mind and we can regain it. The Buddha once said, ‘It doesn’t matter how long you have forgotten, only how soon you remember.’ So don’t worry how long it has been since you last had a lucid dream, let’s just concentrate on remembering how to do it again. The fact is, if you dream, you can lucid dream – it just takes some practice.

Throughout this book I quote research studies from many different sleep laboratories, but the best ‘sleep lab’ we have is the one in our own bed, a lab to which we have access every night.

As a teenager, the free accessibility of lucid dreaming was one of its real selling points for me. There was no equipment to be bought, no initiation to be done, no club to join. The only commodities required were sleep and determination. And the great thing about dream work, compared to other mind-training tools, is that hardly a 24-hour period goes by without the opportunity to practise. Whether you are a nightshift worker snoozing in the afternoon, a student sleeping till lunchtime or a pensioner dozing during the day, there is always time for lucid dreaming.

As with all skills, some people may find it easier than others. It seems that having two X chromosomes can help, as females report more lucid dreams and have better dream recall than males, but essentially lucid dreaming is open to everyone. Teenagers and people under the age of 30 have longer dream periods and thus slightly more opportunity to practise, but unless you have a strong motivation to become lucid, it doesn’t matter how much dream time you have. I’ve taught everyone from 10-year-olds to 80-year-olds, and the defining characteristic of success is motivation, not age.

A lot of the lucid dreaming workshops and retreats that I run take place at Buddhist centres and I have found that practising meditators have much more stability in their lucid dreams than non-meditators. This is because the stability of mindful awareness during the day directly translates into the stability of awareness during dreams.

If meditation seems a bit too static for you, then it seems that getting down on the dance floor might work just as well. Before teaching lucid dreaming, I spent many years working in the world of professional breakdancing, and I noticed that many of my dancer friends found lucid dreaming remarkably easy. Was it all that spinning on their head that did it? Perhaps dream researcher Jayne Gackenbach says that due to the link between the vestibular system of balance found in the inner ear and the production of eye movements during dreams, people who have good physical body balance (such as breakdancers) are often good at lucid dreaming.17 Another finding Gackenbach came up with is one of my personal favourites: apparently, lucid dreamers are ‘often people who lean towards an androgynous temperament and those who are willing to take internal risks such as trying shamanic drumming’.18 Who knew?

New research, which we’ll explore later, has shown that engaging in ‘flow-state’ activities can increase the frequency of lucid dreams. This might explain the link to both dancing and drumming, as flow states are reached when you’re giving your fullest attention to an activity or task that you are singularly focused on and totally immersed in. The mind’s usual chatter begins to fade away, placing you in a non-distracted state often referred to as being ‘in the zone’. People who are in that state a lot, such as dancers, musicians, rock-climbers and athletes, tend to have more lucid dreams.

So it seems that if you are an artistic, mindful, breakdancing female shamanic-drumming teenager who does lots of flow-state activities, you might find lucid dreaming a bit easier than the rest of us. But if you are none of the above, not to worry – we can all learn how to lucid dream. And in Part II I’ll show you how.

__________________

* Not everybody likes to read through other people’s lucid dreams (which is why I haven’t included any in the main body of the text), but I have provided a selection of my own for those that do.

* A super-lucid dream is, for many people, an experience approaching non-dual awareness in which the clarity of mind is so strong that it may shatter the dreamer’s sense of self.

* Rubin Naiman, PhD, comments in his Yoga of Sleep audiobook that meditators are more likely to have spontaneous awareness during sleep because they are accessing similar states of consciousness during their meditation.

* We have about five dream periods each night, so even if we have a lucid dream every night, there are still four other dream periods in which our unconscious mind can run wild and free.
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