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            Preface
            

         
 
         Most of us dream every night, yet we tend to forget our dreams when we wake up. We rarely record our dreams or stop to consider what they mean, yet our dreams can enrich our lives in many ways:
 
         
            ♦ They can help us to understand problems in our everyday living and to find a way forward when we don’t know which direction to take.
 
            ♦ They can give us new insights about our intimate relationships and our emotional difficulties.
 
            ♦ They can unlock our imagination and help us to become more creative.
 
            ♦ They can show us the gateway to what Jung called ‘the collective unconscious’ – the deepest layer of the unconscious which extends beyond the individual psyche.

         
 
         In this book I will show you how to remember some of your dreams and record them in a special dream journal. You can then begin to explore your dreams and gain understanding of the world of dream symbolism. As you explore your dreams you may find that they act like mirrors, showing you hidden aspects of your self and helping you to achieve healing and balance in your life. Your dreams have meanings that are unique to you, so I will also show you how to begin creating your own dream dictionary. You may eventually decide to form a dream group with some friends, or join an online dream group, working together with like-minded people to increase your dream power and understanding.
 
         Our dreams are magical and mysterious. They allow us to ignore the normal rules of time and space, travelling in an instant to distant places, even ones we have never visited physically. We can travel forwards and backwards in time, do battle with scary monsters and change into other people or beings – in fact, anything is possible.
         
  
         I would like to thank Jenny Fishpool for providing the beautiful illustrations.
 
         At the end of the book you will find a short dream dictionary, some suggestions for further reading and a glossary. Words listed in the glossary are highlighted in bold type when they first appear in the chapters.
 
         I hope you enjoy reading the book and that you find your visits to the dream world as fascinating and productive as I have myself.
 
         Ruth Snowden
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            Learning about dreams
            

         
 
         
LOOKING AT WHY WE DREAM
         
 
         Nearly all of us dream, yet nobody has fully explained why. People have always been fascinated by their own dreams, and have tended to believe that they convey meaningful messages. It does not seem likely that they could simply be irrelevant by-products of the sleeping brain, as some have suggested. If people are deliberately deprived of dreaming sleep, they soon get irritable and find it hard to concentrate. They will then catch up on dreams as soon as they can by dreaming more than usual. This suggests that dreams are certainly necessary to us in some way – but why?
 
         Various explanations have been put forward as to why we dream:
 
         
            ♦ One theory is that a dream is simply a sign that the sleeping brain is ticking over and interpreting signals coming in from the outside, such as the sound of a dripping tap. This theory hardly seems adequate to explain our more involved dreams.
 
            ♦ Another theory suggests that dreams are a bit like information processing going on in a computer: they are the brain’s way of sorting out what has happened in our waking life. So while we are asleep, useful information can be processed and stored and the rest is then forgotten. According to this theory, the brain will grapple with ideas and solve problems while we are asleep.
 
            ♦ Dreams could be a form of wish fulfilment, where we can fantasise about what we cannot have, or do, in waking life. This idea was put forward by Sigmund Freud – more about him later in the chapter.
            
 
            ♦ Yet another theory is that dreams are a kind of internal psychotherapy process, where emotions and problems can be explored in a safe, inner environment.

         
 
         It is probably true to say that we dream for all these reasons and more. Dreams do seem to help us to process information and also to explore our emotional needs. When we are asleep the conscious brain relaxes its control and the unconscious brain takes over, sorting out ideas and feelings that are normally pushed to the back of our mind while we are awake.
 
         
LEARNING ABOUT DREAM THEORIES
         
 
         Dreams in ancient cultures
 
         People have been fascinated by their dreams for thousands of years. Wisdom and healing were often achieved by entering a trance, or travelling through the realm of dreams. Let’s have a look at just a few of the ideas that our ancestors had about dreams.
 
         
The Australian Aboriginals 
         
 
         The Aboriginal culture of Australia is one of the oldest on earth and some of their ancient knowledge has survived to the present day. Dreams are often seen as memories of, or doorways to, the Dream Time – an endless spiritual time that existed even before the material world was created. There is a sense of oneness and wholeness, where past and present, spirit and human, are joined: the dream world and the everyday world are not seen as separate. Some of these ideas are related to Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious – see below.
         
 
         
The Egyptians 
         
 
         The Egyptians were very interested in dreams and wrote them down on papyrus. Dreams were often seen as messages from the gods, and people tended to ‘incubate’ dreams by sleeping in special shrines or temples, such as the temple at Memphis.
 
         
         
 
         
The Greeks and Romans 
         
 
         The Greeks and Romans also followed the idea of consulting the gods through dream incubation and often prepared themselves with special rituals involving fasting and animal sacrifices. The great thinker, Aristotle, said that dreams of sickness could often point to trouble brewing in the physical body – a view still current today.
 
         
Dreams in Biblical times 
         
 
         Dreams are mentioned throughout the Bible and were often thought to represent divine messages. Bad dreams, on the other hand, were seen as communications from evil spirits. Dreams were often seen as being prophetic – for example, Joseph used one of the Pharaoh’s dreams to predict seven years of famine followed by seven years of plenty in Egypt.
 
         What the psychologists say
 
         Over the last century or so, many psychologists have made a serious study of dreams. One of the pioneers in this field of research was Sigmund Freud.
 
         
Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) 
         
 
         Freud’s work is very important because he was the first person to try to understand how the unconscious works. He said that the unconscious mind contains everything we are not directly aware of in our normal waking life – not only dreams, but also memories, suppressed feelings and urges, as well as innate biological drives and instincts. He believed that these unconscious conflicts and processes affected our waking lives in very important ways.
 
         Freud believed that dreams were manifestations of repressed desires and conflicts; these were usually sexual in nature and arose very early in childhood. According to Freud, the mind heavily censors such ideas, and therefore much of the dream appears in symbolic form, thus masking the true meaning of the dream and allowing the dreamer to carry on sleeping peacefully. Modern psychologists do not tend to agree with this idea – the symbolic imagery in dreams is usually seen as the natural ‘picture language’ of the sleeping brain. Freud developed a technique of free association, which he used when interpreting his patients’ dreams. The patient was simply encouraged to follow trains of thought, beginning with a symbol that appeared in the dream. For example, train – tunnel – entry – sex. This technique can occasionally be useful if you are stuck with a symbol which appears to make no sense.
         
 
         
Carl Jung (1875–1961) 
         
 
         Freud was initially Jung’s mentor and Jung built on his work, but eventually Jung developed theories of his own that were very different from Freud’s. Freud tended to ascribe fixed meanings to a lot of dream symbols, whereas to Jung many symbols had meanings that were only relevant to the dreamer. He also broke away from Freud’s great emphasis on all dreams being about sexual conflicts. Whereas Freud tended to view the unconscious as a mere dumping ground for suppressed ideas, Jung believed that it was infinitely powerful and mysterious. He said that our dreams are of great importance, and that we should meditate upon their meaning until they make sense to us. Jung found that many of his patients who were depressed or disturbed were not in touch with their unconscious. As a result of this, he claimed that we ignore the unconscious messages from dreams at our peril.
 
         Jung often encouraged people to explore dreams as parts of a series, rather than simply looking at individual dreams. He was interested in the way a series of dreams would develop a theme which was important for the personal growth of the dreamer. He also developed the idea of archetypes – recurring patterns of thinking shared by all cultures. These emerge from a universal, ancestral psyche which he called the collective unconscious. Archetypes represent universally recognisable experiences: for example, people all over the world would understand the idea of motherhood, so the mother is an example of an archetypal figure. Archetypal ideas may also involve inanimate things, such as the sun or water. We will look at archetypes in greater depth later on.
         
 
         You can learn more about Freud and Jung’s fascinating ideas in other books by Ruth Snowden – see Further Reading at the end of the book.
         
  
         
Calvin S. Hall (1909–85) 
         
 
         Hall’s work made dream analysis less mysterious and more available to ordinary people. He collected thousands of dreams from people all over the world, discovering many common recurring patterns and categories. He also found individual differences in dream content, relating to people’s personal experiences, beliefs and concerns. Hall believed that symbols appearing in dreams were directly expressed visual representations of emotions and thoughts – they were not disguised so that the dreamer could not recognise them, as Freud had maintained.
 
         
Modern ideas 
         
 
         Therapists who work with dreams today usually encourage people to find their own interpretations of their dreams. Dreams are often seen as a way of expressing suppressed hopes and feelings. The unconscious mind is bringing problems to the surface in order to help us to confront them and sort them out. Symbolism in the dream is very important, and so is the emotional content. Usually dreams are seen as being relevant to the life of the dreamer at the present time, rather than harking back to childhood.
 
         
FORGETTING OUR DREAMS
         
 
         Although our dreams are important, we tend to forget most, if not all, of their content when we wake up. There may be several reasons for this:
 
         
            ♦ The time factor. Our dreams take up approximately a quarter of our sleeping time. That is roughly two hours a night. If we were to remember them all, it would take up a great deal of our waking hours.
 
            ♦ We are normally too busy getting on with our waking life to bother thinking about our dreams. Introverted people, who spend more time analysing their thoughts, tend to recall more dreams than extroverts do.
 
            ♦ If the information processing theory about dreams were correct, then it would be logical that we forget the content of dreams that our brain has labelled as useless information.
 
            ♦ We may also forget dreams that have a high emotional content, particularly if we are not comfortable with our inner feelings. Often, however, these are dreams that can be very valuable to us, pointing out where our conflicts lie.
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               Fig 1 Common dream symbols

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
EXPLORING SLEEP PATTERNS
         
 
         Electrical rhythms in the brain
 
         Scientists have found out a lot about the electrical rhythms in the brain by wiring people up to electronic measuring devices. Our brain rhythm alters according to different states of consciousness. Each type of brainwave is referred to by a different letter of the Greek alphabet:
 
         
            ♦ Beta. This is the normal rhythm of the brain while we are fully awake.
            
 
            ♦ Alpha. This is a slower rhythm, which appears when we are relaxed and drowsy. For example, it appears when we are listening to music, daydreaming or relaxing in the bath.
            
 
            ♦ Theta. As we fall asleep the brain goes into this rhythm, which is even slower than alpha.
            
 
            ♦ Delta. This is the slowest rhythm of all and it appears when we are deeply asleep or anaesthetised. It can also appear in the deep meditation states achieved by yogis.
            

         
 
         REM sleep
 
         During sleep the brain also shows periods of activity connected with rapid eye movements, and a rapid, low-voltage brain rhythm. These periods are called REM sleep (short for Rapid Eye Movement sleep). Most human adults are in REM sleep for 20–25% of the time they are asleep. Research has shown that many of our memorable dreams occur during this phase of sleep. If you have dogs, you will have noticed them twitching and maybe woofing faintly while they are in REM sleep, which suggests that they may be dreaming. Recent research suggests that we dream during other sleep phases as well as during REM sleep.
         
 
         REM sleep in humans begins about 90 minutes after we fall asleep. The brain waves speed up, heart rate and breathing increase, and blood pressure goes up. Although the brain is very active during REM sleep, the muscles are very relaxed – in fact, the person may be almost unable to move. (One theory suggests that this is so that we do not physically act out our dreams, because this could be dangerous.) There may however be twitching, muttering or even talking, and a person’s eyes may be seen moving under the (usually!) closed eyelids. The REM phase occurs in roughly 90-minute cycles throughout the sleep period – usually four or five times during the course of a night. In between comes the deeper, calmer non-REM sleep.
 
         
THINKING IN SYMBOLS
         
 
         Dreams are produced by our unconscious mind, which seems to think very much in symbols, rather than in language. So the dreams appear as pictures, which often build up into a kind of story. The symbols in a dream may mean very different things to different people.
 
         
Erich Fromm (1900–80) 
         
 
         Fromm was another psychologist who was interested in dreams and he identified three types of dream symbol:
 
         
            ♦ Accidental symbols, which have a personal, individual meaning.
            
 
            ♦ Conventional symbols, which tend to have a similar meaning for many people. For example, a car could represent a journey.
            
 
            ♦ Universal symbols, which have meaning common to all humans. For example, the sun represents light and warmth. This is the same idea as Jung’s archetypes.
            

         
 
         A symbol that appears in your dream might fit into any of these categories. If you are stuck with what a symbol means to you, then it may be helpful to consider the more universal meanings. Try to  begin taking note of symbols that appear in your dreams. Some  of them may appear quite often, in which case they are important  to you in some way. Symbols do not have to be objects. Colours,  numbers, seasons and characters in your dream may all be symbolic  in some way. For example, perhaps you dream that it is autumn – is  something coming to an end in your life?
         
 
         Have a look at the dream symbols illustrated in Figure 1. See if  you can think of a personal meaning, a common meaning and a  universal meaning for each symbol. Some examples of how to do  this are shown in the table below:
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	
Symbol
                                     
                        	
Personal meaning
                                     
                        	
Common meaning
                                     
                        	
Universal meaning
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	Sun             
                        	Summer holiday in Malta             
                        	Strength, leadership             
                        	Light, growth, warmth         
                     
         
                                  
                        	Cat             
                        	My cat I had as a child             
                        	Feminine qualities, independent nature             
                        	Not known in all societies         
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         If you begin to take notice of the symbols that surround you in  everyday life, it will help a great deal when you begin to explore  your dreams. By thinking about symbols in this way you can begin  to understand how a symbol may mean different things to different  dreamers, and what particular symbols may mean to you.

         
LISTENING TO YOUR DREAMS
         

         Every night our dreams can take us on a fascinating inner journey.  When you begin to take an interest in your dreams, recording them in  your special journal as described in the next chapter, you will probably  find that they become more and more interesting and informative.  It’s a bit like setting up a dialogue with your own unconscious mind.  If we listen to the dream messages from our unconscious, they can  help us in all sorts of ways. We will look at all these areas in more  detail during the course of the book, but meanwhile, here is a brief  survey of some of the benefits you may discover.

         
         

         Some benefits of exploring your dreams

         
Unearthing hidden conflicts 
         

         Dreams can help us to identify areas of hidden conflict and worry which we have not confronted in waking life: sometimes they offer solutions to these problems. As an example, perhaps you dream of your boss as a pig, who gobbles up your lunchtime sandwiches. This dream could be telling you that you feel that your boss is rude and overbearing. We often suppress such knowledge for the sake of peace, but sometimes it is time to speak out.

         
Showing the way forward 
         

         Sometimes our dreams can work as signposts, which point out to us the best direction to take next on our life’s journey. Dreams of this type often involve journeys and methods of transport. For example, perhaps you dream that you are driving very fast down a steep hill. This dream might mean that things are difficult for you at the moment – the message could be to slow down and take better control of your life.

         
Personal relationships 
         

         Dreams often give us deeper insights into our personal relationships, making us look at our true feelings and emotions. For example, perhaps you dream that your partner falls off a cliff. This could be wish fulfilment! Or maybe your relationship is not as good as you think it is – your unconscious might be warning you that you may lose your partner if you don’t do something about it soon.

         
Health problems 
         

         Through dreams our bodies may warn us about potential health problems: they may also point us towards ways of healing. Supposing you dream all your teeth are falling out. When did you last visit your dentist for a check-up? Your unconscious may be giving you a gentle prompt.

         
Creativity 
         

         Our dreams can help us to become more creative, perhaps with art or story-telling, or maybe giving us ideas for a fantastic new garden layout or other creative project. Simply working with your dreams and the symbols they present can help you to open the door to fascinating creative ideas. Dreams have often acted as inspiration for writers and artists – William Blake, Salvador Dali, Robert Louis Stevenson and Mary Shelley, to name but a few.
         

         Redon (1840–1916) and Goya (1746–1828) both used dream-like symbolism in their art. The spider in Figure 1 is based on Redon’s Smiling Spider, and Figure 10 is based on Goya’s work The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters. 
         

         
Problem solving 
         

         Sometimes dreams can give us fresh insights into puzzling problems, from something as mundane as a baffling crossword clue to major scientific breakthroughs.

         
Messages about other people 
         

         Dreams may contain messages about other people: perhaps ways in which we could help them – or warnings to avoid them! For example, if you suddenly dream that an old school friend is in trouble, try contacting him or her the next day. The unconscious mind is often sensitive to subtle messages that our waking minds may overlook.

         
Spiritual insights 
         

         At a deeper level, our dreams sometimes connect us to archetypal energies and the deeper, spiritual layers of the psyche. These are what Jung called ‘big dreams’. These dreams may put us in touch with spirit guides, or inner gurus, or, at a simpler level, they may us tell what our soul is craving – for example, solitude or more contact with nature.

         
What lies ahead 
         

         Dreams can even predict the future! This kind of dream, the ‘predictive dream’, is one of the most intriguing of all (more on these later). One of the benefits of keeping a dream diary is that you can sometimes read back and spot strange predictive dreams that have come to pass later on, often in uncannily accurate ways. The unconscious is deeply mysterious and full of surprises!

         
         

         
MEETING SOME DREAM EXPLORERS 
         

         From time to time we will take a look at the lives of three imaginary dream explorers. These may help you to understand how people’s dreams can offer them different personal insights and creative inspirations.

         
SARAH
         

         Sarah is married, with a grown-up daughter called Nicola. She has worked part-time for many years as an assistant in a shoe shop. She would like to find a job that would give her more interest in life, but she doesn’t know how to go about doing this. Her husband Mike is a bit of a couch potato; he works as a foreman at a local factory.
         

         
JAMES
         

         James works with computers in an engineering company. He is rather bored with his work and feels that it does not really make full use of his abilities. He is single, having had several long-term relationships in the past, but has never been married. At the moment he is not in a relationship, but he feels that he would like to settle down and have a family, if only he could find the right woman.
         

         
JO 
         

         Jo is divorced, with two children under ten. The younger one has now started school and Jo has managed to get a part-time job working as a nursery nurse in order to help make ends meet. She is always on the go and never seems to have any time to herself. She would like to be able to go back to college and gain some better qualifications.
         

         
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
         

         
What if I don’t dream?
         

         Psychologists now believe that we probably all dream. It is just that some of us find it hard to remember our dreams. As you read through the book you will find suggestions which may help you to recall some of your dreams.
         

         
Do we dream in colour? 
         

         There is a great deal of uncertainty and dispute about this. Many of us definitely do dream in colour. It seems odd that we should dream in black and white when our normal waking world is perceived in colour. Interestingly, surveys have shown that since black-and-white TV became a thing of the past, more people now report dreaming in colour.

         
Is it safe to work with my dreams? 
         

         Our dreams can be very beneficial to us in developing selfawareness and creativity, so it is a pity not to take notice of them. Some people feel wary of delving into their unconscious, for fear they will uncover something unpleasant. However, writing our dreams down, working with them and talking about them often makes them less powerful and frightening. The process can be a very healing one, allowing us to let go of the past and live more fully in the present. Occasionally people may uncover something that they cannot deal with alone. If you become really disturbed by any of your dreams, you should seek professional help. Never feel afraid or ashamed to do this.

         
CHECKLIST
         

         The checklist sections throughout the book will help to sum up what you have learned in each chapter and suggest dream-related activities that you might like to do. You might also like to use some of these ideas to inspire shared activities in a dream group (see Chapter 10).

         
            ♦ If you are interested in finding out more about dream theories and research, then why not check out current articles online? Your local library may also be a good source of interesting material, and might be able to help put you in touch with like-minded people as well. There are suggestions about further reading at the end the book.

            ♦ If you fancy working alongside other people, there are many interesting networking websites and discussion groups online. Or you might want to start your own dream group, either online or in your local neighbourhood.

            
            

            ♦ Begin to notice how symbols occur in your dreams. Think about whether they have a meaning that is personal to you alone, or a more commonly understood meaning – or a combination of both.

            ♦ Think about what you would like to gain from studying your dreams. Make a list of the benefits that you hope will come to you. Are there particular problem areas in your life that you feel you could begin to work on? Would you like to begin using your dreams to stimulate your creativity? If so, in which areas?
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