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Introduction

People have been dreaming since the first humans lay down to sleep. They have been puzzling over their dreams for just as long  some of the earliest writings are about the subject. Interpreting dreams has long been part of our culture and people continue to wonder why we dream and what our dreams tell us.
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Common dreams

The following are common dream themes, which all of us are likely to experience some time, partly because they are widely held fears linked with everyday situations.

Monsters (see page 48)

Teeth (see page 63)

Being chased (see page 71)

Falling (see page 73)

Nudity (see page 75)

Taking a test (see page 78)

Paralysis (see page 83)

Death of friends or family (see page 129)

Relationships (including sex)

with known or unknown people, especially celebrities (see People section on pages 14863)

Flying (see page 175)



Messages from the gods

Many ancient cultures valued dreams as a source of knowledge and a time of contact with their gods. This idea that dreams were instances of divine communication led to the first dream interpreters becoming the first priests. Knowledge is power, and the perceived ability to understand your own and others dreams brought power and status. It took centuries for religions to shake off their associations with dreams and visions and decide that their God communicated through scriptures, rather than dreams.

Dream interpretation subsequently became largely pagan, or at least non-religious, and dreams were seen as a source of omens. Today, there are millions of people around the world who believe that dreams can carry prophecies. Perhaps this fulfils a human need for security about the future just as astrology, tarot cards and other predictive practices do. Certainly the many websites devoted to dream interpretation frequently suggest that our dreams are predictive.

Research by many thinkers in the nineteenth century, culminating in the theories expounded by Freud and Jung, brought the study of dreams a new legitimacy. They argued that dreams are the creations of our own minds, and reveal our innermost thoughts. If we understand our dreams, we learn more about ourselves. Furthermore, the very mind that created the dream can be employed to decode it.
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Dreams are good for us because:

▸ They allow us to explore frightening or dangerous situations safely. Research suggests that some two-thirds of dreams are unpleasant in their nature.

▸ They help us come to terms with the everyday difficulties of life.

▸ They allow us to release thoughts and feelings that would otherwise be unhealthily repressed.

▸ They show us the power of our own imagination.

▸ By helping us understand ourselves, they will help us grow spiritually.



Some psychologists believe dreams are part of our development and growth. Others disagree, suggesting that they are a mechanism for clearing out the memory so it does not get cluttered up with irrelevant information.

This book provides background on the cultural history of dreaming around the world, the development of modern dream theories, and provides a comprehensive guide to the symbolism we see in dreams, which reflects the symbolism of our world.

When considering your own dreams, remember:

▸ Your mind made the dream, so it should be able to unravel it.

▸ Your symbolism may be different to that of others. Use the dream diary to gain understanding of this (see pages 94112).

▸ Context is everything. Try not to pick out individual symbols, but consider them as part of the overall story of your dream.

As the Greek philosopher Aristotle said thousands of years go: Dreaming is thinking while asleep. Enjoy your thinking. Just dont do too much of it when you are trying to get to sleep!





1 Dream culture through history

The story of dream culture through the ages is a fascinating tale of our need to understand our world, the way our beliefs are shaped and, more recently, our efforts to understand how the human mind works.

Africa and the Middle East

These areas where humans first walked the earth are the place where people first dreamed, then pondered what a dream was and shared their dreams with their fellow beings. The Christian and Islamic religions were born in the Middle East, and both of them owe part of their story to dream interpretation.
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Egyptian meanings

Some Egyptian dream interpretations are clearly literal: for example, seeing yourself with your face to the ground means the dead (in the underworld) want something from you. Others use opposites, such as:

▸ Falling suggests prosperity.

▸ Seeing yourself dead means youll have a long life. Another type relies on word play. For instance, since the Egyptian word for buttocks was similar to that for orphan, a dream where your buttocks are revealed is a forecast of the death of your parents.



Egypt

Ancient Egyptians believed that their many gods either shaped or took part in human dreams, which foretold the future. Since priests provided the link between mortals and the gods, they would interpret these divinely inspired dreams. Anyone who has seen an Egyptian temple will know that symbolism was second nature to the ancient Egyptians, and so they were very conversant with the idea of interpreting pictures and images.

To help them, papyrus dream books were created, possibly as early as the eighteenth century BC. One survives  known as the Chester Beatty Papyrus  and it gives details from more than a hundred dreams, which it classifies as being either good or bad. However, Egyptian dream diaries suggest that they also classified dreams into three main types, which were:

▸ Dreams where gods demanded action. An example is the god Harmarkis telling a young man that if he dug out the famous Sphinx in Cairo from its sand and re-built Hamarkiss temple, he would become pharaoh. He did so, and subsequently became the Pharaoh Tuthmosis IV. A plaque erected in 1400 BC between the Sphinxs paws tells the story.

▸ Dreams foretelling the future or giving the location of hidden treasures.

▸ Dreams offering advice, such as the best place to build a tomb.

Christianity and dreaming

Early Christians believed that God contacted them in dreams. Sometimes this would be in the form of a vision. Joel 2:28 states: I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions. Visions might be seen in the daytime, sometimes induced by fasting, and therefore are not identified with sleep in the way that dreams are. Since dreams or visions involved messages from God, the first holy men were also dream interpreters.

The Old Testament of the Bible, and other Christian writings by those such as St Augustine and St John Chrysostom, are littered with references to dreams. Biblical figures such as Solomon, Jacob, Nebuchadnezzar and Joseph all received guidance from God or His prophets through their dreams. In the Book of Genesis, Jacob wrestles with an angel in a dream and is rewarded with his new name, Israel, and told he will start a new nation. Exodus records the story of his son, Joseph, who gained the favour of the pharaoh by telling him the meaning of his dreams. An example (quoted in Genesis) is a dream of seven lean cattle eating an equal number of fat cattle, which Joseph suggested prophesied seven years of plenty followed by seven years of famine.

As always, interpretation is all: one interesting note on the famous story of Abraham being told in a dream to sacrifice his son Isaac is that some interpreters feel he made a mistake and that the ram that he saw in his dream represented himself, and not his son.

Since God was communicating through dreams, the dreamer could not be held responsible for what he had seen. Anyone could meet God in this way, but might need to talk to a dream interpreter to discover its meaning. Incidentally, there is no mention of contact with dead people through dreams in the Bible (see also the box on trees and the Bible on page 147).

However, this view of dreams as a connection with God changed. The New Testament hardly mentions them, and they seem to have become identified with pagan, rather than Christian practice. When, in the fourth century, St Jerome declared that the dreams that tortured him were the work of the Devil, the new view was taken up with a vengeance. Dreams were no longer regarded as divine messages, because God communicated through the scriptures. Joan of Arc was burned at the stake because she would not be swayed in her belief that the visions she saw in dreams came from God (see also page 131).

Islam and dreams

Although Islam is a worldwide religion, its origins are in the Middle East, which is why it is included here.

Islam values dreams more highly than other religions. This may be partly because of the tradition that the prophet Muhammed received his first message from the angel Gabriel in a dream. The sacred text that Muhammed then wrote features many stories involving dreams, and advises that Muslims should sleep on their right side to help them to sleep and dream well. After his death, the Prophet is said to have appeared in the dreams of many caliphs. Muslim tradition has it that dreams are one forty-sixth prophecy.
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Islamic dream categories

The medieval Islamic dream interpreter Ibn Arabi categorized dreams into three types:

▸ Ordinary dreams are echoes of experiences from daily life, distorted by our viewpoint and aspirations.

▸ Universal soul dreams come from our own thoughts, but carry symbolic meanings and are not changed by our imagination.

▸ Revelation dreams deliver divine truth. This sets a wide framework for dream interpretation, and is an important element in the Muslim attitude to dreaming.



Islamic dream visions

In the eleventh century, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, wrote how non-prophets can achieve visions. He believed that dream visions came from the world of the angelic kingdom where man goes when he dies. Those of good faith, with pure souls, would be able to see visions of this kingdom while they were still alive. We can only do this when we are asleep because then the senses are dormant and do not distract the dreamer. Upon wakening, the dreamer will only recall the images he has seen, which then need to be interpreted.

Islamic dream interpreting

In common with Arab culture, dreams are regarded as a time when inner, subtle senses are active and we are receptive to new ideas and spiritual inspiration. Help is needed to uncover the truths thus suggested. A famous early dream interpreter was Ibn Sirin, who died in ad 738. He always considered the character of the dreamer when interpreting dreams. Famously, two men who came to him within an hour of each other having both dreamed of being the caller to prayer were given utterly different interpretations. One, of good character, was to go on the pilgrimage to Mecca. The other, a rogue, was told he would be accused of theft.

The Americas

Dreams were (and are) an important part of Amerindian culture, but the practices and beliefs varied widely across the land. Some societies attached such importance to dreams that their language had special verb forms to show the action occurred in a dream.
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Dream catchers

North American tribes had many stories and legends about a spider that protected them from bad dreams. In some, the spider acts after a human saves its life. In others, it is a god-like giver of wisdom. What the stories share is the idea that a web can be woven that will allow good dreams to slide through its centre and flow down a feather to the dreamer. Bad dreams will be trapped in the web, where they will be destroyed at first light. A tradition developed of protecting the young and vulnerable by weaving such a dream catcher, and hanging it over the cradleboard on a piece of wood. Dream catchers are still given as gifts to children and newborn babies. The idea of spider webs offering protection may have evolved from the practice of covering wounds with them  apparently the web stems bleeding.



Knowledge from dreams

Dreams were an accepted part of life: they gave information on where to hunt or where to find food. It was accepted that the local medicine man would learn some of his treatments and medicines through his dreams.

In some native American cultures, spider webs are used to stem bleeding of open wounds. This protection is used symbolically through web designs on cots and blankets to stop children having bad dreams  which are believed to be capable of causing illness and even death (see left).

One practice common to many Amerindians in the past was fasting to induce sacred dreams. This seems to have been part of the induction of the young into the adult world, and involved helping them to make choices about the life they would lead in the future. The value of patience was indicated by a dream in which a bird (a culturally important symbol on this continent) offers riches for the future, but once rejected, is revealed to be a very small bird clearly lacking the powers it claimed.

Throughout native North America, dreaming and discussions contributed to a complex culture. Dreamers took pride in retelling their dreams, partly because the best way to stop unpleasant prophesies coming true was to share them with others. Dreams often involved contact with gods, animals or spirits. An element among Plains Indian cultures was the idea of visions during which someone in the dream offered a gift of special powers.
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The Iroquois American Indians

In this culture, it was felt that dreams showed our unconscious desires, and that these repressed wishes had to be acted out to keep the dreamer sane and healthy. When acting out the dream, social and moral barriers were ignored, so the dreamer could take anothers property or even sleep with anothers spouse. So dreams were part of a system that recognized and allowed the release of tensions to maintain social order.



South American dream culture was similarly complex and varied. The Aguaruna people of Peru gathered for highly stylized dream declarations in which they described and performed their dreams. The events were told in rhythmic chants, sometimes taking on the voices of the characters in the dream. The Raramuri in Mexico believed we have more than one soul and that in dreams one of these souls exits the body, and meets other souls. Others believe that we dream when our souls sleep.

In Chile and Guatemala the meaning of dreams was related more to events in the real world. So a dream would be interpreted differently according to the health of the dreamer or people in their family, or political events, earthquakes, trading deals and so on.

The spirit state

Dreams have long had an especially important role in Brazilian culture. One native writer described them as the moments in which we are stripped of the nanderek, the rational structure of thought. This allowed dreamers to achieve a pure state of spirit where they connect with a deeper reality and even to send their spirit on journeys during dreams. To the Brazilian Xavante people, dreaming remained a complex social action which, while allowing conversations with the dead, also contributed to the telling and retelling of myths, the sharing of ideas, and reinforcing the beliefs and rituals of their own community. Adolescent boys watched their ancestors in dreams, and told of their experiences in songs. Later they learnt to get so close to their ancestors that they became them in their dream. This idea of dreams becoming part of your identity and helping to shape your personality, is still widely followed in Brazil.

Asia

Asia is home to the earliest recordings of dreams, made on clay tablets by the Sumerians of Mesopotamia in about 3100BC. Dream interpretation is still part of many peoples lives across the whole continent.
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Chinese dream temples

The Chinese built dream temples where dreams could be instigated. In the sixteenth century, a high official visiting a city would report to a temple on the first night to receive guidance for his mission. Judges and government officials were also expected to attend dream temples for advice.



Prophetic dreams

In the seventh century BC King Assurbanipal wrote of a dream shared by soldiers in his army in which the goddess Ishtar told them it was safe to cross the dangerously fast-flowing River Idide. This shows that dreams were regarded as prophetic. Assurbinipal also records that the goddess stated that she had created him to be king, handily supporting his right to rule!

Mesopotamians believed that their souls could travel when they were asleep, sometimes being carried by a god. This could be encouraged by spending the night in a room in that gods temple  an early instance of incubation (see page 21), which was also practised by the Greeks.

China

Interpreting dreams has been central to Chinese culture for thousands of years. The way in which dreams were viewed altered with the times, but they were taken very seriously.

Confucian dream interpretation

The earliest history of China, the Zuo Zhuan (attributed to Confucius and thought to date from the fourth or fifth century BC), paints dreams as a timeless place where people from the past come into the present, often prophesying the future. Dead ancestors frequently appear in dreams to offer advice or thanks. An example is the story of Wei Ko, who followed his dying fathers instructions that his concubine be allowed to marry after his death, despite the sick man earlier saying she should be killed. The womans father appeared to him in a dream and thanked him for his decision.
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Dream court ruling

A courtroom drama shows the status of dreams in Chinese society. A woodcutter from Zheng killed and hid a deer, but then forgot where he had put it and decided it had been a dream. When he told the story, another man followed his directions, and found the animal. His wife suggested (rather cunningly, you might think) that he might have dreamed the conversation with the woodcutter. There was then, of course, an almighty argument about who owned the deer. The case went to court, where the judge told them to share the animal as they could both have dreamt some of the events.



The Chinese at this time saw shared dreams as proof of their truth. One example is when a minister called Xux Yan dreamed that after he had his head cut off by an opponent, he picked it up and ran. A shaman who shared the dream told him that it meant he would indeed die, but that his military expedition would succeed. The prophesy came true.

Some Chinese at this time linked dreams with the existence of spirits who become angry and enter the human world. A minister called Zichan ordered sacrifices to be made to appease the spirit of Gun, who controlled floods. Gun had appeared in the threatening form of a yellow bear entering the bedroom of the sick local ruler. The ruler recovered once the sacrifices were complete. Zichan explained: I provide the ghost with a place to return to.

Chinese dream decoders were capable of showing admirable imagination in finding positives out of apparent negatives. Before a battle in 632 BC with the Chu ruler, Duke Wen of Jin dreamed that his enemy pushed him to the ground and sucked out his brain, and was understandably terrified. His minister took the opposite view: Our side received heaven, while Chu bent down as if accepting
 punishment. He also argued that the brain would have softened Chus teeth, thus showing that their opponent was in fact weakened. Jin went on to win the battle.
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The source of dreams

Vedic scriptures describe three states: the jagrata (awakened state), svapna (dreaming state) and susupti (deep sleep). They suggest that our dreams are created by either:

▸ Krishna, the supersoul, who can use them to deliver omens or

▸ Ghosts, whose dreams seem to be more negative.



Chinese dream philosophy

Chinese dream interpretation changed about a century after the Zuo Zhuan, with the Taoist work Zhuangzi. This viewed dreams in a more philosophical way, as being about achieving a higher consciousness. By this stage, the Chinese seemed to be more interested in the process of dreaming than the content of the dreams. Dreams were also about transformation. For example, a famous dream in which Zhuang Gzi was a carefree butterfly plays with the idea of his identity when he woke up. Was he still the butterfly, dreaming he was a man? How do we know if we really exist? It is a philosophical question that man has pondered for centuries (as in Descartes famous statement I think therefore I am). Dreams therefore helped the ancient Chinese to see humans as transitory beings on a journey through life, and thus reconcile them to death.

India

There is a long history of dream study in the Indian subcontinent. The sacred books of the Veda, written between 1500 and 1000 BC, set out the basic beliefs of the Ayurveda, an ancient Indian medical approach that links health with control over your way of life. The Veda (which is the basis of Hinduism) includes a section that categorizes dreams according to whether they are favourable or not. Ayurveda divides people in terms of the combination of elements (earth, fire, air and water) of their personality, further grouping them according to their nature and body type. Ayurvedic doctors believe that people of certain types have certain dreams. For example, someone linked to the elements of water and earth is more likely to see water in dreams, and water-related birds and flowers, such as lotuses.

A set of texts expanding on the Veda, called the Upanishads, offers two contrasting views on dream interpretation:

▸ Dreams express our inner desires.

▸ The soul leaves the body during dreaming. If the dreamer is suddenly awakened, the soul might be unable to return and the sleeper might die.

The Sufi religion

Dream interpretation was an important element in the Sufi religion from its earliest times. For example, Baha ad-din Naqshband of Bukhara (d. 1389), after whom the Naqshbandi Order of Sufism is named, was well known as an interpreter of dreams and only accepted some visitors if he was shown their suitability in a dream.

The influence continues, for Hazrat Inayat Khan, an Indian Sufi teacher who started The Sufi Order in the West (now called the Sufi Order International) in the early part of the twentieth century, wrote extensively about dreams. He believed they enhance our understanding of ourselves and of the world by giving a voice to our own imagination. He felt every dream had meaning, sometimes symbolic, at other times a vision of the past or the future.

Aboriginal dreamtime

The widely known link between Aboriginal people and dreamtime is a source of some confusion when studying dream meaning. In this context, dreamtime is a general term for these native peoples history, wisdom, morality and spirituality, in particular the idea that the past, present and future exist together. It does not relate directly and only to dreams as we refer to them. However, many of the 500-plus tribal groups believe that there is interaction between the dead and the living in dreams, something they share with many ancient cultures.

Europe

The ancient civilizations of Europe esteemed dreams as much as others around the globe. However, Europe was the scene for the shift in dream interpretation from being a religious to an essentially pagan activity. Modern dream theory also began to evolve on this continent.
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True or false?

The Ancient Greeks believed the Gods might choose to send true or false dreams and they tried to distinguish between them. This was done by deciding if the dream came through a particular gate.

▸ False, meaningless dreams came through a sawn ivory gate.

▸ True dreams came through a polished horn gate. Odysseus and Penelope discuss the difference in Homers Iliad.



Ancient Greece

The Ancient Greeks believed they received messages from the gods in their dreams, which could only be interpreted by their priests. Homers Iliad, dating from the eighth century BC, features King Agamemnon being given instructions by a messenger of Zeus. Greek gods were believed to use dreams to punish those who angered them, and the king was one such victim. He had stolen a slave girl from the warrior Achilles, and Zeus sent a messenger to tell him to march on Troy as he was guaranteed victory. When the kings troops followed his orders, his army was defeated.

At first it was just Zeus, King of the Gods, who sent divine dreams, but later other gods, such as Athena, Hera, Artemis, Asklepios, Hermes and Pan (the conductor of dreams), were believed to be involved. Two gods in particular became important to dreamers: Hypnos ruled sleep while his son, Morpheus, ruled dreams. The healing cult of Asclepius shows the great value placed on these divine communications.

The cult of Asclepius survived for seven centuries in Ancient Greece. It set up a series of temples that sound rather like our modern disorder treatment centres where people go to forget their troubles and sometimes seek advice on addiction.
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Aid to diagnosis

Greco-Roman physician Galenus of Pergamum used dream interpretation to help diagnosis. One patient, a wrestler, dreamed of being drowned standing in a pool of blood. Galen decided that meant he needed bloodletting, and the man was cured by this procedure.



Born of the god Apollo and a mortal mother (who Apollo then killed in a fit of jealousy, rescuing his son from her body on its funeral pyre), Asclepius became a healer. After the King of the Gods, Zeus, finished him off with a thunderbolt for daring to bring the dead back to life, Asclepius was worshipped as the god of healing. The sick would visit sanctuaries called Asclepions (the most famous was at Epidaurus), taking with them offerings such as sacrificial animals or small, flat, honey cakes. They were given treatment, and avoided impure foods such as alcohol. Then they went to an incubation room where, it was hoped, the god would visit them in a dream, sometimes as a dog or snake. The room was supposed to induce a magic dream, which would
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