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PART I


THE WAKING WORLD


Learn the techniques to hone your night vision


What are dreams?


Dreams and art enchant us emotionally and psychologically. Both are capable of creating images and feelings so evocative that they open up new meanings, perspectives and possibilities. Not everyone considers themself creative or artistic, but everyone dreams – everyone has night vision.


But what is a dream? Dreams are a series of images, sounds, thoughts and emotions that you experience in your mind while you are sleeping. They can feature just about anyone and anything. In your dreams you can meet people you know or don’t know. You can visit places that are familiar or unfamiliar and do things that are impossible for you to do in waking life. You can fly, talk to animals, assume different identities – the possibilities are endless. You can also encounter dark mysteries and face your personal fears. In your dreams nothing is out of bounds, except logic and reason.


Having said that, some dreams are mundane. You can find yourself revisiting the previous day or familiar scenarios from your waking life, or your dreams symbolically re-create challenges that you are currently facing. Even dreams that seem mundane can offer insight that will help you understand and improve your waking life. For example, if you feel you are not living up to expectations you may dream of falling from a great height. If you are in an unhappy relationship you may dream of being imprisoned and unable to speak or move. If you are anxious about work you may dream of being chased by a monster you can’t see, and so on.


We forget most of our dreams, but some images and sensations linger awhile in our minds when we wake up. They felt so real. We wonder what alternative reality we visited. There are ample theories about what dreams are, but, despite a considerable amount of research, no consensus on their definition apart from the accepted belief that – even though no one knows why – we all dream. Some people are convinced they don’t dream, but brain scans show that they do; they just don’t recall their dreams.


There is much we have to learn about dreams. They remain as indefinable, inexplicable and extraordinary as their place of origin, the brain. We may never truly know exactly what they are, but this elusiveness is no reason to stop learning about them. All the indications are that the more we learn about our dreams, what they might be and what they might mean, the more we learn about ourselves.


“In your dreams nothing is out of bounds, except logic and reason.”








	What are dreams?







	A series of images, sounds, thoughts and emotions experienced during sleep


	See Why do we dream? (here), The science of dreaming (here) and The stages of sleep (here)











Why do we dream?


Some people say that dreams are a meaningless by-product of other brain functions. But many believe that they have powerful emotional and psychological significance. A lack of REM sleep, the stage most related to dreaming, can result in anxiety – so could it be that dreaming helps to resolve stress?


We dream because it is good for us, then. But why should that be? Centuries ago the ‘why’ of dreaming was explained from a supernatural perspective. It was thought that our souls visited the world of spirits in our sleep or that dreams came from ‘another realm’, but today we describe that ‘other realm’ as our unconscious or our unexpressed thoughts, feelings and motivations. Indeed, many modern dream experts, including Ann Faraday, Ian Wallace, Dean Clift and Matthew Walker, regard dreams as a form of inner therapist, helping the dreamer to make connections and work through unsettling thoughts and feelings to achieve emotional and psychological balance (see box here).


Some dream experts believe that dreams are protective acts, in that they practise or rehearse different scenarios so we are better prepared for potential threats, dangers and challenges in waking life. There has been significant research into dreams and emotional regulation, in other words, how dreams can and do affect the way we feel the following day. They help us process our emotions, perhaps because in dreams we can cathartically express feelings that are hidden or repressed when we are awake. They may also help us cope with loss, since it has been shown that dreaming of a deceased loved one can bring comfort to the grieving.


In addition to having a therapeutic effect, it appears that dreams can also assist in problem-solving and creativity. We often hear people say they woke up with renewed resolve and inspiration following dreaming. Night vision may even help to shape our future. The physicist Albert Einstein (1879–1955) said his career was inspired by a dream in which he was riding a sledge and approaching the speed of light where all colours blended into one. The speed of light was key to Einstein’s theory of relativity, for which he is best known. Other theories about the ‘why’ of dreaming suggest that dreams help us process all the information we have collected during the day, aiding with the consolidation of learning and memory storage.


It is unlikely that there will ever be one single theory to explain why we dream, because dreams probably serve many functions, but what we do know is that there are clear correlations between active dreaming and enhanced well-being. It seems that the more intensely and vividly you dream with your eyes shut, the better you feel and the more vibrant your life is when your eyes are open.


“The physicist Albert Einstein said his career was inspired by a dream in which he was riding a sledge and approaching the speed of light where all colours blended into one.”








	Why do we dream?







	To achieve emotional and psychological balance


	See Enter Freud and Jung (here) and Afterlife (here)







	To rehearse for real life


	See Secrets of the Senoi (here)







	To assist in problem-solving and creativity


	See Eureka visions (here) and Sharpen your night vision (here)











The science of dreaming


Most scientists believe that dreaming is as essential for our physical, mental and emotional survival as food, water and air. Neuroscientists have established a number of facts about dreams from studying the brains of sleeping people and discovering which parts are stimulated the most.


Scientists have found that brain activity changes significantly when you fall asleep and dream, and they have identified the parts of our brain involved in dreaming. It seems that when you are asleep the limbic or emotional centre of the brain is far more active than the logical or rational part. This may explain why feelings rather than visual memories are often the first thing you remember about your dreams when you wake up. It may also explain why, when impossible things happen in your dreams – such as breathing underwater or flying without wings – your dreaming mind doesn’t question them and you experience them in your dream as perfectly natural.


Intriguingly, scientists have recently found that the dreaming brain may also share similarities with the waking brain, especially as far as face recognition is concerned, since dreams about faces are linked to increased activity in the same areas of the brain that are used to recognize faces when you are awake. This is exciting because understanding the differences between the unconscious and the waking state can help scientists to shed light on the nature of consciousness. It also tends to suggest that dreams are not an invention of the waking mind, as some scientists have suggested in the past.
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“Feelings rather than visual memories are often the first thing you remember about your dreams when you wake up.”




OVERNIGHT THERAPY
In his seminal book Why We Sleep (2017), Matthew Walker explains that during REM sleep, the brain exists in a unique state: without the fight or flight hormone noradrenaline, which is present during the other sleep stages as well as during waking hours. A chemical that stimulates anxiety and stress, noradrenaline is the brain’s equivalent to the body’s adrenaline. With this hormone absent and with the limbic parts of the brain active, the mind is free to relive and process memories in an environment that is, for only this time, stress-free. This safe space allows the brain to work through trauma, without any danger of emotional distress.











	What happens when we sleep?







	The limbic (emotional) brain is active


	See The stages of sleep (here)











The stages of sleep


To understand our dreams better we must take a closer look at where they happen: sleep. Contrary to what most of us believe – that body and mind get some rest while we sleep – research has shown that both body and brain are active when we are asleep.


Although it has been proven that sleep is essential for survival, and that we can’t live for longer than a few weeks without it, researchers have yet to discover the exact reason for sleep. What they have discovered is that there are five stages of sleep and that dreaming can happen in all of them. These stages repeat in a cycle up to four or five times for every eight hours of sleep (see below). Brain waves – repetitive patterns of neural activity or electrical impulses in the brain – change between these stages.


[image: image]


A HYPNOGRAPH SHOWS THE CYCLES OF SLEEP AS INDICATED BY BRAIN ACTIVITY DURING THE COURSE OF A NIGHT.








	How do you ensure a good night’s sleep?







	Make sure the temperature and layout of your bedroom are optimal. Develop a good bedtime routine.


	See The ideal dream environment (here)












First stage


You start to doze off. Your breathing and pulse slow down and your body temperature drops slightly. You are neither conscious nor unconscious, and can be awakened easily. Alpha and theta brain waves replace beta ones. This stage is often called the hypnagogic state, because it is the state in which you may experience hallucinations – not quite dreams yet, because you’re not fully unconscious. The hypnopompic state is similar, but applies when you are waking up.





Second stage


Your breathing and heart rate continue to slow down. Your eyes roll from side to side behind closed lids as alpha and theta brain waves slacken off and you gradually lose awareness of external stimuli.





Third stage


It isn’t easy to wake you now. Slower delta brain waves begin to replace the faster alpha and theta ones.





Fourth stage


This is the stage when you are no longer conscious. Delta brain waves are exclusive and there is no eye movement or bodily activity. It is during this deep sleep that nightmares, sleep-walking and talking are most likely to occur. This cycle lasts for about 90 minutes, and at the end of stage four you move back through stages three, two and one before entering stage five.





Fifth stage


This stage of sleep, during which rapid eye movement sleep (REM) replaces non-rapid eye movement sleep (NREM), is characterized by mixed-frequency alpha and theta brain waves similar to those present when awake, eyes darting rapidly under closed eyelids, slight bodily movements and faster breathing and pulse. When awakened during this stage you tend to recall your dreams, which is why REM sleep is often associated with dreaming. If woken abruptly from this stage you may feel unable to move for a brief period, or that something is pushing you down. These are symptoms of sleep inertia, caused by decreased blood flow to the brain.


Dream interpretation through the ages


Humans have been fascinated by dreams since we first walked the Earth. Dreams were thought to be messages from the gods, or the source of healing or prophetic powers. Some cultures, such as Native American people, believed them to be a bridge to the invisible world of spirits.


In about 5,000 BCE dream symbols and their meanings were carved on clay tablets in ancient Mesopotamia. The earliest known book of dream interpretation is thought to have been written some 4,000 years ago in Thebes, Ancient Egypt. It is called the Papyrus Chester Beatty 3 (see here) and is now in the British Museum. It subscribes to the contrary dream interpretation theory, that positive dreams predict misfortune and negative dreams are good omens. It was the Ancient Greeks – notably, Plato (427–347 BCE) and his disciple Aristotle (384–322 BCE) – who first speculated that dreams were not supernatural in origin but related to the dreamer’s emotions and intentions.


Perhaps the first person to popularize the interpretation of dream symbols was Artemidorus (138–180 CE), a Roman who lived in Greek Asia Minor. His dream interpretation book has never gone out of print and is still published to this day. Foreshadowing modern dream-interpretation theories, he maintained that dream images or symbols had universal meanings but it was the personal meaning ascribed to the symbol, combined with the dreamer’s own circumstances, that determined the reading of a particular dream.


In the Middle Ages dream interpretation was frowned on and largely repressed in Europe by the Christian Church. Dreams were thought to be meaningless, and this viewpoint set the tone for several centuries. The life-enhancing potential of dreams was ignored in the West until the early nineteenth century, when attitudes started to become more positive with the awakening of the Romantic movement. The Romantics rebelled against the ties and restrictions of tradition and championed individual free will, creativity and spontaneity. Dream interpretation was recognized as valid again and a number of books appeared, led by the Royal Book of Dreams (1830) by Raphael (Robert Cross Smith, 1795–1832).
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