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Introduction

Throughout history and across many different cultures, dreams and dreaming have had much importance attached to them. The Ancient Greeks and the Japanese, for example, believed dreams to be full of portents and warnings about the future. More recently in the West, Sigmund Freud and others have sought to use the interpretation of dreams as a means of unlocking the mysteries of the subconscious. Collins Gem Understanding Dreams describes these beliefs and various methods of dream interpretation. It also reveals how the subconscious alerts the waking mind (through dreams) to hidden conflicts, to the ways problems can be solved, and to the creative talents within us all.



Dream interpretation depends on understanding the symbolic language of dreams. A comprehensive, alphabetically arranged list of symbols  the usual and the rare  gives every dreamer the key to such an understanding. These symbols, together with a knowledge of the dreamers situation and memories, will help to make dream interpretation easier and more revealing.



The valuable insights that are offered here ensure that Collins Gem Understanding Dreams will be indispensable to the dedicated interpreter of dreams.





1. Dreaming

As far as we can tell, the human race has always considered its dreams as mysterious and significant. Dreams seem to link the conscious mind with hidden parts of our minds that are now often termed the unconscious. Many people believe that the dream world  through an understanding of its special language  can help us enrich our waking lives and lead to greater self-knowledge.

The earliest historical evidence we have suggests that, by the time early forms of writing were invented, dream interpretation was part of human culture. This has continued to be the case throughout human history.

This chapter begins with a concise overview of sleep needs, types and rhythms. This is followed by discussions of the relationship between dreams and waking life, the psyche and dreams, plus summaries of psychological theories about dreams, and dream types.

THE DREAMING MIND

THE SOURCES OF DREAMS

Early investigations into human anatomy led to enquiries about where consciousness resides and which part of the brain produces dreams. The French philosopher Ren Descartes proposed that the body is little more than a machine and that consciousness (the soul) dwells in the pineal gland. Although eventually proved wrong, his theory spurred much research.
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The sources of sleep and dreams This 16th-century diagram shows ideas of the time about which parts of the brain cause sleep and dreaming.



WHAT IS SLEEP?

Sleep is an active process in which the body repairs itself, and the brain processes the days events, integrating them with previous experiences.

Every night, we experience four or five sleep cycles, which are made up of various stages or kinds of sleep. Each has its own unique characteristics, and is designed to maintain health and prepare us for a new day.
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The seat of dreams Early this century neurologists believed that dreams originate in the cerebrum (1). Later this view was revised; dreams were then thought to reside in the limbic system (2). Today scientists believe that the reticular formation (3), a group of cells in the brainstem, is where dreams originate.



SLEEP FACTS

NEEDS AND KINDS OF SLEEP

The amount of sleep needed to maintain health varies from individual to individual. Some newborn babies spend 80% of their time asleep; others are awake for much longer. On average it is about half and half. By the age of three to five months, babies need less sleep, and the requirement continues to decrease throughout life. Someone needing eight hours in middle age is likely to need only seven when they reach old age. At the same time, the amount of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, during which dreaming occurs, also decreases. In infants REM sleep makes up more than half of all sleep  although evidence suggests that infants do not necessarily dream during REM sleep. In an adult, REM sleep makes up only around one-third of all sleep. The lowest proportion of REM to non-REM sleep is among 1418 year-olds.

LENGTH OF SLEEP

The length of sleep also changes as people grow older. Newborn infants alternate hour-long periods of sleep and wakefulness. At one year old, sleeping times become fewer and longer. Instead of a 60-minute cycle, the pattern is of 90 minutes of sleep followed by 90 minutes of wakefulness. Gradually the waking periods in this 90-minute cycle are replaced with light sleep, so that the child sleeps throughout the night and has fewer daytime naps. By the age of 10, most people need between nine and 12 hours sleep per night. The average for most adults is between seven and eight and a half hours. Some adults need as little as six hours, while others require as much as nine. In general, a pattern of decreasing sleep needs continues until old age when a more interrupted, infant-like pattern may re-emerge.

SLEEP AND DREAM STATISTICS

In an average lifetime, a person will spend around 20 years asleep and experience at least 300,000 dreams.
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REALITY DISTORTION IN DREAMS

The world of our dreams is not bound by the rules governing the physical world. Things that are impossible in everyday life occur in dreams and do not strike the dreamer as odd in any way. Normal sense impressions can be distorted and juxtaposed in startling ways.

Time In dreams, time is of no account. Events separated by decades can be brought together into the same moment, figures from history may mingle with members of ones family, or the dreamer may be transported into a future or past time.

Space As with time, so with space  the dream world is fluid, and obeys no laws except its own. Known places, such as the office or home, can appear in far away locations, or be distorted. Your home might, for instance, acquire extra rooms, or be much larger or smaller than in real life.

Puns A woman dreaming about becoming a bride might appear to herself in a white dress that has a train. The sudden appearance in the dream of an electric train would seem physically impossible, yet the verbal link is there. Another example could be a dream with a scene in the aisle of a church when the dreamer has just visited an island. The dream would be using the two meanings of isle and aisle. Such dream puns can also arise from nicknames, or pet names, within a family.

Emotion Very many dreams are dramatic and are accompanied by strong feelings. The events that take place in them and the emotions they arouse can seem exaggerated. Such dreams can appear to lack any sense of right or wrong. Sometimes they present scenes which, were they to take place in real life, would be judged horrific or completely amoral.

Content Familiar scenes, objects and people are often the symbols through which the sleeping mind communicates with the waking mind. When dreams seem to replay the past, the events or perhaps the mood are never exactly the same as in the original happening.
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THE PSYCHE AND DREAMS

The word psyche, first coined by the Ancient Greeks, is now used frequently to describe the human soul, or self. Many scientists have discussed the relationship between dreams and the self. It is now acknowledged that not to dream is harmful psychologically, yet no-one knows why we forget dreams so easily. Throughout the ages, the questions of why we need to dream at all, and what dreams signify, have raised endless debate.

The neurophysiological explanation for dreams, which suggests that sensory signals to the brain during REM sleep trick the sleeper into believing he or she is having real experiences, does not tell us why dreams happen. Nor does it explain why dreams are so vivid and emotionally rich. It has been suggested, however, that dreams are somehow connected with learning and remembering. This could explain why so many dreams relate to recent events and preoccupations. They may also be a way of reliving experience and allow us to learn from events without having to actually live through them again and again.


Psychological theories about dreams


	Sigmund Freud believed that dreams use symbols that do not disturb  they allow unconscious feelings to surface in disguise.

	Alfred Adler believed that dreams reflect the individuals will for power.

	Carl Jung believed that dreams come from the personal and also the collective unconscious.

	Fritz Perls believed that everything in our dreams is a projection of ourselves.





PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES ABOUT DREAMS

Sigmund Freud (18561939) Although the idea of the unconscious (that forgotten experiences and feelings are alive in our minds despite our not being aware of them in our waking lives) had been discussed in Europe since the late 18th century, it was the Viennese psychiatrist Freud who first developed a theory about the role of the unconscious in the life of the individual.

According to Freud, dreams work on several levels. The surface or manifest level shows events that have been remembered. On the unconscious level, objects and actions in the dream symbolize feelings and ideas that have been forgotten (or repressed, in Freuds word), often because they are emotionally threatening. Dreams protect the sleeper from the disturbing effects of re-experiencing these feelings and ideas. Freud named the conscious part of the mind the ego, and called the unconscious part the id. Dreams express repressed ideas in the id while the controlling ego is asleep. As Freud wrote: All dreams are in a sense dreams of convenience: they help to prolong sleep instead of waking up. Dreams are the guardians of sleep and not its disturbers.

Alfred Adler (18701937) Another Austrian, and originally a disciple of Freud, Adler urged that the desire for power (he called it individual psychology) is what drives each person. Children start with a feeling of inferiority. Adults attempt to move towards goals of success and superiority, and dreams reflect these ambitions.

C.G. Jung (18751961) Carl Jung agreed with Freud that a dreams content uses symbolic language, but he also believed it expresses so-called collective (or archetypal) unconscious memories and instincts shared by all peoples, regardless of culture. These are basic ideas that are themselves symbols. They include the hero, the monster, the mother, the mandala (representing the dreamers search for completeness and self-unity), the sacrifice and the mask. In one reference, Jung wrote: It is true that there are dreams which embody suppressed wishes and fears, but what is there which the dream cannot on occasion embody? Dreams may give expression to ineluctable [inescapable] truths, to philosophical pronouncements, illusions, wild fantasies,anticipations, irrational experiences, even telepathic visions, and heaven knows what besides. They also indicate the way towards self-actualization. Jungian therapy deals extensively with dreams and fantasies.

Fritz Perls (18931970) The dream theory of another influential psychologist is equally fascinating. Perls, the founder of Gestalt therapy (a method of bringing alienated parts of the personality into harmony with each other), believed that the characters and objects in our dreams are projections of ourselves  parts of our personality that we do not accept or acknowledge  and of our views of others. Since we are the creators of our dreams, everything in them must be aspects of our inner selves, personal creations rather than a universal symbolic language.

DREAM TOPICS

Dreams are very individual, yet they can contain every conceivable thing. They rarely deal with significant national or international events or other happenings outside the immediate concerns of the dreamer. And they often seem to contain trivial objects and experiences. Among the most usual themes are: journeys, houses, water, nudity, falling, losing, finding, flying, chases, loose teeth, snakes, royalty and death. Dreams of misfortune are also universal, as are dreams of sex and aggression, of food and eating, of family and friends (present or past) and of animals.

OUT-OF-THIS-WORLD SOURCES

If, as some people believe, we have lived previous lives, this might explain some of the more obscure elements in our dreams. Or perhaps we dream other peoples dreams for them. This might account for some nightmares that are especially difficult to interpret. It has been suggested the presence of other alien features in dreams may be the result of forces outside our time and our planet.

UNIVERSAL, TIMELESS NATURE OF DREAMS

Work done by the American experimental dream researcher Calvin Hall in the 1950s and 1960s has shown that the same themes tend to occur in some peoples dreams throughout their lives, despite outward changes in fortune. Dreams thus appear to have a timeless quality.

AGGRESSION

It has been found that dreams of aggression are common to a number of diverse cultures, including the Zulus of southeast Africa, northern Europeans, and Australian Aborigines. Evidence suggests that 50% of dreams contain at least one act of aggression, ranging from consciously unexpressed feelings of hostility and threats to fights and murder.

CHILDRENS DREAMS

Research suggests that the dreams of children can contain twice as much aggression as those of adults. Children also frequently dream of being attacked or chased by animals.


Dreams for all times
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A seller of dream interpretations in the 18th century.



These include dogs, cats, alligators, gorillas, snakes and spiders. It is possible that in dreams, animals dramatize a childs own wishes and fears.

NIGHTMARES

Terrifying dreams tend to occur in the second half of the night, during REM sleep. They strike sleepers at any age, from two years old onwards, and seem to trouble women more than men. They may represent a problem that is not being confronted in the sleepers waking life.

It has been said that those who suffer from nightmares tend to be open personalities  not only open to other
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Books and pamphlets interpreting dreams were popular in the 18th and 19th centuries. But their ideas were often taken from Artemidorus, a Greek doctor who wrote the Oneirocritica (Interpretation of Dreams), some 1,800 years ago. This example dates from the late 19th century.



people, but to their own wishes and fears. Such personalities have been described as having thin boundaries, i.e., weaker boundaries between their unconscious, hostile impulses and their conscious lives. These mean that their hostile feelings can more easily bypass their psychological defences and invade their dreams.

SEXUAL DREAMS

These often express suppressed sexuality in an explicit way. During wet dreams, often experienced by adolescent males, there is involuntary emission of semen.

Incubus and succubus An incubus is a male demon who comes to sleeping women and attempts to have sexual intercourse with them. The female equivalent is a succubus. These demons were used to account for the fact that people had improper dreams of which they might feel ashamed. In the 19th century, representations of this type of dream were circulated widely by pornographers hoping to take advantage of the prevailing attitude of sexual repression and prudishness.


Common dreams


	Dreams contain universal themes, from that of falling to that of animals.

	Aggression is common to dreams in all cultures and among children.

	Some people experience the same dream themes repeatedly throughout their lives.

	Nightmares may symbolize unresolved problems.

	Sexual dreams are often explicit.











2. Types of Dreams

The subjects, themes, events and objects that appear in dreams, as well as the timing and connections, are infinitely varied and frequently strange. It is accepted that dreams often serve a variety of purposes in our lives. They can alert us to problems and even sometimes provide solutions. They release inner tensions, give glimpses into the future and inspire the artist. They range from residual dreams relating to daily events, healing and safety-valve dreams to repetitive, creative and clairvoyant dreams. Some dreams can combine several types. Each one is unique, but they sometimes share certain underlying features.

SAFETY-VALVE DREAMS

FREUDS THEORY

The Austrian founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, whose book The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) probed deep into the mysterious cosmos of dreams, believed that dreams can reflect psychological conflict. These are known as safety-valve dreams. They are a means of wish-fulfilment, and they express desires (often in a heavily disguised manner) that we are unwilling to admit freely in waking life. These dreams are usually brief and are the most difficult to recognize, since we prefer not to admit hidden distress to our conscious minds.

Freud believed that unconsciously all dreams are sexual or aggressive, even if not appparently so. He listed objects that symbolize sex: All elongated objects, such as sticks,


DREAM TYPES

Safety-valve

These express deep inner conflicts that are repressed at conscious level.

Clairvoyant

These warn the dreamer, or reveal anxiety concerning future events, health, or other dangers.

Creative

Subjects and themes encountered in dreams can be applied to the development of artistic activity.

Problem-solving

Solutions to problems and obstacles in daily life are often revealed in dreams.

Repetitive and sequential

Recurring dreams or repetition of themes within dreams can act as a reminder of circumstances that the dreamer has repressed in waking life.

Factual

Dreams that focus on events and circumstances from the dreamers daily life can be influenced by sounds and other disturbances.

Compensatory

These offer satisfactions not available to the dreamer in real life. A shy individual, for example, may dream of great social success.

Physiological

Dreams may be influenced by physical discomfort or need, or sexual stirrings.



tree trunks and umbrellas, may stand for the male organ, as well as long sharp weapons, such as knives, daggers and pikesRooms in dreams are usually women.

The phenomenon of dreams as safety-valves is illustrated in the example given below by one of Freuds most brilliant pupils, Sandor Ferenczi.

Freuds concept of dreams as a safety-valve for repressed wishes is not universally accepted. Indeed, a few critics do


A safety-valve dream

A patient dreamt that she was strangling a little white dog. The patient had told her analyst that she enjoyed cooking and often had to wring the necks of pigeons or chickens. She also remarked that this was the manner in which she had strangled the little dog in her dream.

The dream analysed

Ferenczi asked if she had a grudge against anyone in particular. She said she disliked her sister-in-law, whom she believed was trying to come between my husband and myself, like a tame dove. Then she remembered a recent argument with her sister-in-law in which she had told her: Get out, I dont want a dog that bites in my house! The womans real desire to strangle her sister-in-law  obviously impossible for her to do in her waking life  was accomplished harmlessly in this safety-valve dream through the use of a stand-in, the dog, according to Freudian interpretation.



not find any evidence that sexual and aggressive drives find release in dreams, or that every dream has its source in wish-fulfilment.


Safety-valve dreams


	according to Freud, allow us to behave in a way not acceptable in waking life

	symbolize wish-fulfilment and urgent desires

	may help to resolve deep, inner conflict

	may be hard to interpret because they are presented in symbols (see chapter 5)





CLAIRVOYANT DREAMS

When we dream of events or situations in the future, very often of a worrying nature, they can be ascribed to ESP, or paranormal abilities. But they could perhaps be caused by unconscious absorption of clues and repressed anxieties. Clairvoyant dreams are of two kinds: warning dreams and anxiety dreams.


Clairvoyant dreams


	show knowledge the dreamer could not have acquired through normal means

	may reflect deep fears

	could be the result of clues picked up during waking

	seem to suggest knowledge of the future

	frequently foretell disaster





WARNING DREAMS

One type of prophetic, or precognitive, dream seems to act as a look into the future and, often, a warning of danger. Only sometimes is the dreamer included in the events.

Foretelling his own death, Abraham Lincoln, the 16th president of the United States, was a spectator in a dream he had about the death of the president a few days before his assassination in 1865.

But dreams of death do not always mean actual, physical death. They can mean the end of one cycle of life and the beginning of another or that the dreamers feelings about someone have died  or that their warm feelings about the dreamer have changed.

ANXIETY DREAMS

The mind unconsciously absorbs information that can be released in dreams. Their interpretation seems to indicate some kind of prior knowledge.

In his Book of Dreams and Ghosts (1897) Andrew Lang describes the case of a barrister who went out at night to post some letters. Later, despite searching anxiously, he was unable to find a cheque he had received that day. He dreamt he saw the cheque curled around a railing near his front door. When he awoke he found the cheque exactly where his dream had located it. Most probably he had subconsciously noted its fall when he went out to the postbox.

A sombre mood and the frightening content of some dreams can indicate health problems  perhaps the body is trying to provoke some action for treatment. One woman, for instance, dreamt that she saw the roof of her house pierced by the branches of a tree torn loose in a hurricane: the next day she suffered a stroke.

In the famous dream of Calpurnia, wife of the Roman emperor Julius Caesar, she dreamt that her husband was killed in the Senate. He ignored her warning and was stabbed to death the next day.

A remarkable example concerns a Norwegian fisherman named Johnson, who, just two days before the Titanic sank in April 1912, dreamed that a voice told him a great liner called the Titanic would sink after colliding with an iceberg. Johnson awoke in a sweat, then fell asleep again and returned to his dream, in which he became uneasy and felt icy waves crashing around his body.


An anxiety dream

A woman who had recently felt a lump in her breast dreamt that her husband told her that everything would be all right. In her dream, she then suddenly found herself at the seashore alone, as it got dark. The shore was empty, except for some barges.

The dream analysed

Analysis showed she had little respect for her husbands opinion. The barges reminded her of Egyptian death barges she had seen in a museum. The whole scene was deeply gloomy and the atmosphere of death was very strong. The lump in her breast was cancerous, and it was too late to stop it spreading.



CREATIVE DREAMS

Artists, writers, musicians, scientists and inventors have acknowledged dreams as a source of original ideas and inspiration. Remembered glimpses of a dream, its fantasy, exaggeration, drama and emotion, have released in them a flood of creative energy.
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MUSIC FROM DREAMS

The 18th-century Italian composer Giuseppe Tartini called one of his pieces The Devils Sonata because he was able to complete it only after remembering just one trill from a dream  in which the devil had played the violin for him.

POETRY FROM DREAMS

The poem Kubla Khan was conceived by the 18th-century English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge while in an opium-induced sleep. On waking, he immediately started writing, but was called away from his desk for an hour. When he returned, all that remained of his vision was a tantalizing












PAINTINGS FROM DREAMS






	have inspired poetry, stories, music, painting and inventions

	are often produced by a mind relaxed after working

	can be stimulated deliberately in lucid dreaming





PROBLEM-SOLVING DREAMS











	can offer solutions to seemingly insoluble puzzles

	may provide guidance in decision-making





REPETITIVE AND SEQUENTIAL DREAMS















UNDERLYING CAUSES





	may occur on one night, over several nights, or over years

	if frightening, may be due to anxieties from childhood





FACTUAL DREAMS








	may be the means by which we absorb daily happenings

	can finish off the days affairs

	may help us to resolve past difficult experiences

	sometimes include environmental noise

	do not usually have much symbolic significance













COMPENSATORY DREAMS














	often have content that is surprising to the dreamer

	may show the dreamer in a new and strange light

	help to counterbalance failings and needs

	can be a temporary reaction to extreme moods





PHYSIOLOGICAL DREAMS





	are directly related to the physical needs of the body

	may wake up the dreamer
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