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Dreams have always been a mystery that has baffled humans since ancient times. In ancient Egypt, people did not view dreams merely as a reflection of hidden psychological thoughts and desires, as modern psychology sees them, but rather considered them a true gateway for communication between our world and the afterlife.

The ancient Egyptians believed that the human soul is freed from its body during sleep to travel and communicate directly with the gods and the spirits of the dead (whether good or evil). Because they considered dreams to be important messages from the other world, they developed precise and deliberate methods to interpret them. They recorded these interpretations in books and guidebooks that are considered today among the oldest references known to humanity in the field of dream interpretation.

The "Chester Beatty Papyrus III," currently preserved in the British Museum's archive under the classification number (BM EA 10683), is considered the oldest complete reference dream book discovered in human history to date. This exceptional text, which has survived the ravages of time, offers an invaluable window into the cognitive, social, theological, and linguistic structure of ancient Egyptian society. It reveals highly developed mechanisms for linking dream symbols to lived reality, relying on linguistic foundations such as puns, philosophical foundations such as contrast, and cultural foundations such as deep symbolism rooted in the Nilotic environment.

We present a comprehensive study of the "Chester Beatty Papyrus III," reviewing its physical form, writing method, and linguistic analysis. We also explain the precise methods used by the ancient Egyptians to understand dreams, as well as their division of dreamers into two categories (the followers of Horus and the followers of Seth). We expand further to compare dream interpretation methods between Egypt and the Mesopotamian civilization, tracing the evolution of this science through the Ptolemaic and Roman eras, and how its influence extended to inspire Greek and Roman civilizations, eventually reaching Arab and Islamic heritage. Finally, we bridge this ancient legacy with modern psychoanalytic theories.

History, Discovery, and Physical Form of the "Chester Beatty Papyrus III"

The Chester Beatty Papyrus III is one of the most prominent ancient Egyptian manuscripts in terms of its luxurious size, the quality of the papyrus material, and the elegance of the Hieratic script used to record it. The original height of the papyrus is about 35 centimeters—an exceptional measurement rarely exceeded in ancient Egyptian scribal traditions, except in major official documents or luxurious funerary texts—while its current length from edge to edge is 172 centimeters. The papyrus consists of sheets joined with precise geometric regularity, where the pasted joints appear periodically every 27 centimeters or slightly more, indicating high craftsmanship in the manufacture of the original papyrus scroll.

The original text of the dream book was written on the recto (front side) of the papyrus in an ancient Egyptian script known as "Hieratic." Dark black ink was used, which enhanced the text's beauty against the brown background of the papyrus. To give the book an official and authoritative character, a thin black line was drawn as a frame at the top of each page.

Despite the immense importance of this papyrus, it did not reach us intact; it suffered tearing in antiquity, and the lower parts of some pages (from pages 6 to 11) fragmented and became mixed with parts of other manuscripts. Fortunately, thanks to delicate and complex restoration processes, experts succeeded in salvaging the text and reconstructing the overall layout of the book.

The external design of the book displays a strict and simultaneously innovative tabular organization. A full vertical column occupies the height of the page, followed by successive horizontal lines flowing to the left (the direction of Hieratic writing). This arrangement made it easy for the reader or the interpreting priest to extract the appropriate interpretation quickly and with astonishing efficiency, serving as a visual layout akin to modern reference tables.

The Historical Sequence of the Papyrus's Ownership in the Deir el-Medina Archive

The physical recording of the current copy of the papyrus dates back to the late reign of King Seti I or the early years of his son, King Ramesses II (circa 1279-1213 BC). This is supported by precise paleographic (the study of ancient handwriting) analyses of the Hieratic signs, which match documents from that era, such as the Harris Papyrus, sharing the shapes of many distinctive Hieratic symbols with the dream book. However, scholars agree that the text itself is much older than the date of this copy, as its original compilation and authorship likely date back to the Middle Kingdom era (circa 2040-1640 BC), based on grammatical and linguistic evidence detailed later.

What gives this papyrus dual historical and anthropological value is the rich historical record of its successive owners. This reflects the nature of cultural and religious life in the workers' village of "Deir el-Medina," dedicated to the artists and craftsmen who built the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings. The papyrus resided for a long time in the library of the famous scribe "Qenherkhepeshef," a prominent figure passionate about collecting literary, magical, and medical texts in the village. Qenherkhepeshef did not merely acquire the papyrus; he utilized its verso (back side) to copy excerpts from the famous poem "The Battle of Kadesh," glorifying the victories of Ramesses II, in addition to drafting an official letter addressed to the Vizier "Panehesy" during the reign of King Merneptah (circa 1224-1214 BC). Qenherkhepeshef's handwriting on the verso is characterized as a fluid, rapid script, entirely different from the elegant, formatted literary script used for the dream book on the recto.

After the death of the scribe Qenherkhepeshef, ownership of the papyrus passed within the family archive to his young wife, who later married a man named "Khaemnun," transferring the manuscript to him, and subsequently to his son "Amunnakht."

Both Khaemnun and Amunnakht utilized the empty spaces at the bottom of the columns on the front side (specifically below the tenth column) to add their names. They used a handwriting style less organized than the original scribe of the dream book, yet less rapid and intertwined than Qenherkhepeshef's, simply to document their ownership of this precious manuscript. This documented inheritance of the manuscript through generations of a single family clearly illustrates that the science of dream interpretation was not a secretive monopoly restricted to major temples and high priests; rather, it was a vital and highly sought-after practice within the daily lives of the educated professional elites in ancient Egyptian society.

Linguistic and Grammatical Structure: Classical Purity as a Sacred Language

Although the current physical copy of the papyrus clearly dates to the Ramesside period (New Kingdom), the language used to draft the "Dream Book" is pure, classical Middle Egyptian. It is almost completely devoid of the colloquial structures and grammatical developments that characterized the language of the New Kingdom era.

This strict linguistic purity is evident in the use of ancient classical vocabulary and verbs. For example, the classical verb for seeing (mAA) is consistently used, while the newer verb (ptr), which prevailed in the Ramesside era, never appears. Similarly, the older verb for killing (smA) is used instead of the newer verb (xdb). Furthermore, the definite article that characterized the Late Egyptian language is used only once throughout the entire text, and the extensive use of modern possessive pronouns is absent, appearing only a single time.

This deliberate adherence to the classical language was not a mere coincidence or a tendency toward linguistic conservatism; it carried a profound religious and cultural purpose. In ancient Egypt, Middle Egyptian was considered the language of rituals, official religious texts, and sacred words. By recording the dream book in this ancient and majestic language, the editor bestowed sanctity, theological authority, and high reliability upon the text. This elevated the status of the interpreting priest or reader and imparted an absolute, divine nature to the interpretations contained within, making them appear as eternal wisdom inherited from golden ancestral eras.

Textual Architecture and Color Symbolism: The Binary Division (Protasis and Apodosis)

In designing the dream book, the ancient Egyptian editor adopted a strict conditional structure known in linguistic studies as (Protasis and Apodosis)—meaning the condition clause (the dream) and the consequence clause (the interpretation). Each page of the book begins with a long vertical column containing the opening phrase written in large Hieratic script: "If a man sees himself in a dream..." This phrase is read repeatedly as a prefix before each horizontal line containing a brief description of the dream.

After the brief description of the dream (the protasis), a small, deliberate spatial gap is left, immediately followed by a diagnostic evaluation word that strictly categorizes the dream as either "Good" (nfr) or "Bad" (bin). If the evaluation is "good," the text is written in standard black ink. However, if the evaluation is "bad," the word is exclusively written in distinctive red ink extracted from red ochre pigment.

In ancient Egyptian metaphysical and cultural heritage, the use of red ink was not merely a cosmetic choice or a text-organization tool. It carried deep symbolic and ideological connotations inextricably linked to danger, chaos, blood, demonic entities (such as the cosmic serpent Apep/Apophis), and the god "Seth"—the god of the desert, storms, and barrenness. Using red ink to write the word "bad" served as a visual warning to the reader and a magical act in itself, aiming to neutralize the negative energy of the dream, encircle the evil inherent within it, and restrict its effectiveness in the material world. In other texts, such as the "Book of Overthrowing Apep," priests would write the name of the demonic serpent in red ink on papyrus and then burn it to ensure its magical destruction. Following the evaluation word, the text provides the direct interpretation of the dream (the apodosis) in a definitive prophetic format: "This means that a certain event will happen."

"The Book of Overthrowing Apep"

(Also known as the Book of Felling Apophis) is, in short, a magical and religious manual used by priests in ancient Egypt to fight the forces of evil and darkness.

	Who is "Apep" (Apophis)? In ancient Egyptian mythology, "Apep" is a massive demonic serpent representing chaos and absolute evil. The Egyptians believed he was the archenemy of the sun god "Ra," and that every night he attempted to swallow the sun to plunge the world into eternal darkness.

	What is the purpose of the book? The book contained magical spells and rituals performed daily by priests in temples to help the sun god defeat this serpent and protect the stability of the universe.

	Why red ink and burning? In ancient Egypt, the color red often symbolized evil and danger. Therefore, as a form of "practical magic," priests would write the name of the serpent and the enemies of Egypt in red ink on papyrus or small figurines, and then burn, spit on, or trample them. They believed that physically destroying the name led to the destruction of the demonic entity itself in the afterlife.


Using this same magical logic, the ancient Egyptians dealt with nightmares and ominous dreams. Once the priest evaluated the dream and issued his definitive prophecy that an evil event would occur, they did not stand idly by waiting for the disaster. Instead, they rushed to perform precise spells and rituals (similar to burning the name of the serpent Apep) to nullify the effect of this dream. The goal was to erase the negative impact of the vision and destroy the danger in its spiritual realm before it could find its way to materialize in reality.

Methodology of Interpretation: Rules and Mechanisms for Extracting Meanings

The process of dream interpretation in the ancient Egyptian mindset was not a random act subject to whims, but rather relied on a complex and organized network of logical, symbolic, and linguistic associations that the interpreting priests manipulated with immense skill. A careful study of the Chester Beatty Papyrus III shows a systematic reliance on three main mechanisms to decode dreams and deduce future events:

	Puns and Wordplay (Paronomasia)


Puns or wordplay were the most dominant and impactful interpretive tools in the Egyptian dream book. In ancient Egyptian thought, words and letters were not merely phonetic signs for communication; they possessed a creative and performative power capable of shaping reality. The phonetic similarity between two words necessarily meant the existence of a metaphysical, causal, and organic connection between them in both material reality and the hidden world. Interpreters relied on extracting a keyword from the dream description, then searching for a phonetically similar word to form the prophecy.

Among the most prominent examples in the papyrus:

	Eating Donkey Meat: If a man sees himself eating donkey meat (aA), the interpretation is that he will receive a promotion and become great and responsible (aA). The absolute phonetic similarity between the word for "donkey" and the word for "greatness" transformed a seemingly reprehensible dream into a promising one of elevation.

	Exposing the Buttocks: A man seeing himself exposing his buttocks (phwy) in a dream is considered a bad omen; the interpretation is that the dreamer will become an orphan and be cut off later (hr phwy).

	Catching Birds: Seeing oneself catching birds with a net (HAm) is interpreted negatively as meaning the robbing or confiscation of the dreamer's property (nHm), as the rhythm of the two words matches closely.

	The Harp: If a man is given a harp (bnt), the bad interpretation is that it means a life full of bitterness (bint).


	The Principle of Contrast and Paradox


In many cases, dream interpretation relied on the principle of reversal or contrast, where a terrifying and disturbing vision is interpreted positively and comfortingly to dispel anxiety—a psychological approach still used in popular dream interpretations in modern societies.

	Death Means Long Life: "If a man sees himself dead in a dream, good; this means that a long life awaits him."

	Crying and Mourning: A man seeing himself in a state of deep mourning and sorrow is interpreted as a good sign, meaning an increase in his property and wealth.


	Symbolic and Metaphorical Associations and Cultural Metaphors


Other interpretation mechanisms relied on metaphorical connections, environmental metaphors, and deep mythological traditions rooted in the

	Looking out a Window: A man seeing himself looking out a window is interpreted positively as "his cry being heard or his prayer answered by his god," since looking outward symbolizes the exit of sound and the response of heaven.

	Seeing the Face in a Mirror: This means discovering a second self and a doubling of existence, which is interpreted as the man taking "another wife."

	The Crocodile and Greed: Eating crocodile meat is considered a good dream. In ancient Egyptian literature, the crocodile symbolizes greed and predation, so the dream is interpreted as "overcoming a corrupt official and devouring his property."

	Drinking Warm Beer: Considered a bad dream that brings suffering. This stems from the Egyptian cultural habit of preferring cold, refreshing beer; the heat here symbolizes illness or distress.









	Physical Traits (Red Color): They are categorically described as having "red hair." In Egyptian symbolism, the color red is associated with the barren desert, sterility, blood, and turmoil; it is the color of the god Seth and his animal followers, such as the hippopotamus and the wild boar.

	Behavioral Traits (Violence and Drunkenness): They are prone to isolation, a quick temper, and uncalculated impulsiveness. The text precisely describes that when they drink beer, they do not drink it for enjoyment, but "to stir up strife, turmoil, and noise," with red veins bulging in their eyes reflecting their internal anger and agitation.

	Social Contradiction (Sexuality and Class): They love women deeply and possess high, excessive sexual attractiveness. Despite their potential to reach high social ranks (such as holding the title "Relatives of the King"), they carry at their core the personality and behaviors of a "commoner," lacking the nobility and dignity required in the upper classes.

	Fate and Dramatic End: Their lifespans are destined according to different laws (the text mentions, for example, that their life cycle might be 84 years). Their manner of death is often violent, or they do not receive a proper burial, but are scavenged by birds of prey and left in the desert. The text also indicates that an unmarried man (living alone) or a man in a state of severe drunkenness temporarily or permanently acquires the traits of Seth's followers.














	The "Condition and Result" Rule: Both traditions use the same direct structure in dream interpretation, relying on a simple formula: "If you see such-and-such in your dream... then such-and-such will happen in reality."

	Wordplay (Paronomasia): The most crucial point is that both fundamentally rely on "playing with words" and phonetic similarities to interpret the dream and predict the future. (For example: if a person sees an object in their sleep, the priest might link the name of that object to another phonetically similar word to derive a specific meaning or prophecy).



	"If a man dreams that he is eating a raven; he will gain income or wealth."

	"If a man dreams that he is eating human flesh; he will acquire immense riches."

	"If a man is given Mehru wood; he will have no rival or opponent."
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