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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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What are Dreams?


There is, perhaps, no subject more studied than dreams. Humanity has been attempting to understand how and why we dream for thousands of years.


Of course, all the Abrahamic religions (mostly Judaism, Christianity and Islam) have dream stories in their holy books. But the Epic of Gilgamesh, a poem featuring the meaning of dreams, was written two thousand years before Christ came on the scene, and Aboriginal Australian folklore – known commonly as ‘Dreamtime’, or ‘Dreaming’ – is said to stretch back as far as sixty thousand years.


For as long as human beings have been able to record their thoughts, they have recorded their dreams and struggled to understand them: why me?, why this dream?, what does it mean? and how can I use it?


You have picked up this book because you, too, have wondered this.





Interpreting Dreams


Have you ever dreamed something horrible and then woken up, battered and baffled, wondering: what was that?, where did it come from? and what does it even mean? Perhaps you’ve dreamed about kissing Queen Elizabeth II and wondered if that meant you secretly had a weird fetish for royalty. Or maybe you’ve dreamed about being stuck in a lift with a man who was simultaneously your former maths teacher and your current boss, while knowing you needed to get to Caracas before five o’clock to deliver a parcel of bees, or your mother is going to kill you. (And was your teacher/boss flirting with you?)
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I’ll level with you: I can’t tell you what these dreams mean. Nobody can tell you for sure. We don’t even really know what dreams are, or how they happen. We certainly don’t know definitively what each individual dream might absolutely mean. Nobody does. The more we learn about the brain, the more we realize we just don’t know.


So why read this book at all? Why bother? Well, because, over sixty thousand years, humanity has amassed a great many ideas about how dreams – so mysterious, yet somehow universal – can help us.


Over the course of this book, we’ll find tools to interpret dreams for ourselves. These tools, drawn from everything from neurological hard science to spiritual beliefs, pull together the wisdom of all who came before us to give us the best possible chance of using our dreams for good.
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EXERCISE:
Word Association


This exercise is an incredibly useful warm-up for thinking about dreams critically, analytically and interpretatively. This is because dreams work a lot like word association.


Here you’ll find a space for a word association activity. Around the word ‘dreams’ in the bubble, jot down anything that the word ‘dreams’ calls to mind: clouds, pillows, the American Dream, night terrors, nightmares or perfect fantasies, it can be anything you like. Don’t worry if you can’t explain it – and definitely don’t overthink it.
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Do you see how your ideas spin off from one another? Do you notice how words can mean more than one thing at once? Sigmund Freud called this phenomenon ‘condensation’. It is the idea that things can have many layers of meaning and complications, some useful, some not.


Dreams are all things to all people; real/unreal, art/science, personal/universal, routine/wonder, ourselves/not ourselves, prophecy/reality. They can affect many areas of our life in a very real way, whatever they are and whatever you believe.


You see, if you were to compare the results of your exercise with someone else’s, you’d probably find some similarities – as well as some serious differences. Acknowledging this is key to understanding the problem with most books about dream interpretation – but this book is a bit different.








The Language of Dreams


There are lots of books that promise to ‘decode’ your dreams, as if your dream language might be the same as the author’s. Now, it’s possible that you and I may have similar dream languages, given that there are obvious points of similarity between us. We’re both interested in dreams, for a start, which might suggest we share a sensitivity. Perhaps we’re both people who think it’s worth considering how we interact with the world. Let’s go further: we both worry that we are running out of time to do everything we want, and we both feel that there’s more to us than others necessarily see. Seem about right?


The great neurologist Matthew Walker, in his book Why We Sleep, describes an exercise he does with each new class he teaches, where he asks a random student to tell him a dream. The student is always amazed at the accuracy of Walker’s interpretation. How does he do it? The solution is simple: he gives the same interpretation every time, whatever the dream. As with lots of fortune-telling tricks, the answer lies in the fact that the feelings he describes are common to almost everyone.


Dream interpretation that relies on basic human commonalities, without digging down further into the individual psyche, is pretty silly – and unlikely to tell us anything useful. But don’t throw this book away just yet. We are, after all, such stuff as dreams are made on, and an understanding of our dreams can help us understand our own ‘stuff’ better. It can help us to know ourselves and our deepest desires and fears.
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