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Preface:
Stating the Obvious, Because Sometimes It Isn’t



My idea of an ideal Sunday afternoon is to curl up on the couch with an encyclopedic tome on the science and psychology of dreams—or a book of poetry that makes me feel as though I’m holding someone else’s dreams in my hands. That, and the fact that I’m endlessly curious about the worlds inside of other people’s minds—which I suspect are universally similar to each other and at the same time stunningly unique—might explain why when I meet people, I immediately want to know about their dreams.


In casual conversation, I skip past small talk and jump to the big questions, such as what a new acquaintance believes is the meaning of life. When I teach an 8:00 a.m. English 101 class, I start by asking my students what they dreamed that night.


When I travel, I’m less interested in the cuisine than I am in what people of various cultures believe about dreams—whether they value or dismiss them, and what they think they mean. I like to ask the woman who sells sarongs in the market in Costa Rica, or the man who is gathering herbs in a small town in Mexico, what their parents or grandparents taught them about dreams. A cab driver in the Bahamas told me she believes dreams issue warnings and premonitions. Back home in one of my poetry classes, a teen mother from Puerto Rico told me when you dream of a fish it means that you, or someone in your family, is pregnant.


Once, when I was taking a water taxi across Lake Atitlán in Guatemala, I asked the driver, a man of about thirty with a radiant smile, what dreams mean to him.


He went silent.


I waited, wondering if the question bored him or offended him, or if maybe he hadn’t understood my fast-paced English.


Finally, he explained that he didn’t know how to answer my question. Dreams are inextricable from any other part of life, he said. They are woven into the fabric of experience just as thinking is. So, he couldn’t articulate a statement about dreams separate from everything else. Finally, I thought, I have met a worldview that matches my own.


I think of this man now, as I sit to gather my thoughts about dreams and their relationship to writing. I know I should begin this chapter by making a case for why I want to write a book about dreams and writing to begin with, why I use writing prompts that reference dreams whether I’m teaching poetry classes or college writing, or why, for more than a decade, I’ve been studying the connections between dreams and writing, combing writers’ memoirs for hints about their relationship to their dreams, and interviewing writers about how dreams fit into their creative life. But, like the man who drove the water taxi in Guatemala, the connections between dreams and writing are so innate, natural, and intuitive to me that it’s hard to know where to begin making my case.


We could start with the bookshelf in your own home. Once you start to look, you’ll find that dreams crop up regularly in novels and works of nonfiction alike. They serve to foreshadow events or reveal what a character is feeling before she even knows it. And references to dreams are sprinkled throughout works of poetry as if with a generous shaker of salt.


Another place to begin is when you sit down to write in your journal or at the computer. Maybe it’s because dreaming and writing are such natural adjuncts that we barely think to comment on or question the connections between them—even while as writers, we instinctually draw on half-remembered fragments from the night as we scratch around for a new idea or an original image. Mostly, we take this storehouse of creative ideas for granted—and barely ever remark on it, let alone give dreams credit, when that credit is clearly due.


But I find great value in stating the obvious—as what’s right beneath our nose is all too often overlooked and undervalued. So, I’ll say it here: Dreams serve the writer, and when we write them down, we give new life to the dreams that have been living inside of us—eager to guide and inspire us—all along.


In Dreaming on the Page, I’ll make these connections explicit. Now, for the first time I am putting these ideas on paper, claiming what I have intuitively known all along: that dreams and writing are perfect bedfellows, and that by honoring both, we can live more fully connected and harmonious lives.
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Whatever your genre, and whether you think of yourself as a writer or as someone who is simply curious about their dreams, the essays and prompts, journaling tips, and dreamwork exercises in this book will help you express yourself with greater ease and authenticity. Whether your goal is to finish your novel or to follow your thoughts in your journal to see where they lead, you’ll find ideas to support your intentions. You don’t even need to remember your nighttime dreams to connect with your prolific, and provocative, midnight muse. The fact is, everybody dreams (whether or not they remember them) and everybody has a story to tell.


So, pick up your pen and get ready to dream.







I am a dreamer, a writer without words. I am a writer, a woman who wants to share her dreams.


—Tzivia Gover, at age twenty-one, personal diary








Introduction:
A Dreamer Without Words and a Writer Who Dreams



My dreams took up the job of writing coach early on. At twenty-one I wrote in the artists’ sketchbook that served as my journal: “My dreams give me advice on writing. They say, get the idea out first—then leave it for a day and come back.” That’s good advice for any aspiring writer.


In that same journal, sandwiched between outpourings about friendships and descriptions of conversations about art that took place over games of pool, I wrote, “I feel like my life is a novel and I am an English teacher reading too much symbolism into it.”


Over the course of a few days, I worked out what has become my ars poetica, an expressive statement of how dreams and writing connect in my life. I typed it up and used it as the epigraph for a staple-bound collection of poems I photocopied and gave to family and friends for holiday presents later that year. It read:


I am a dreamer, a writer without words.


I am a writer, a woman who wants to share her dreams.


I spent the next few decades forgetting and then remembering that insight about myself. Again and again, through years when I worked as a journalist at a county newspaper in western Massachusetts, then as the director of a poetry program I created for teen mothers, and eventually as an author and professional dreamworker offering workshops, classes, and individual sessions on dreams and writing, I have flip-flopped between seeing myself primarily as a writer or as a dreamwork professional. But a part of me has accepted and integrated these aspects of myself all along. Starting in my teens, I have kept a continuous record in my journals of my dream journeys and literary aspirations, as well as my challenges and triumphs as a daughter, mother, friend, partner, coworker, and spouse.


This intermingling of dreams into other areas of my life is part of what makes me who I am. My dreams have led me into—and out of—relationships. They’ve helped me locate places to live, and they’ve stopped me from moving when I was about to step into a bad real estate deal. They’ve advised me to stay put in a job when I wanted to leave, then prodded me forward when it was time to go.


My dreams have weighed in on my literary endeavors, too. Sometimes literary role models appear in my dreams to advise or guide me directly: Robert Frost, Stanley Kunitz, and Emily Dickinson have made cameo appearances, for example. (Memorably, Kunitz advised me in a dream to hold any object in my hand that I planned to include in a poem.) A dream might end up in the mind of a fictional character, or it will become the basis for a sonnet.


My journals have become catchalls for dream reports, ideas for books or blog posts, rough drafts, and everything in between. Using one journal gathers all the ingredients into one pot to simmer. Also, recording dreams and waking events in one book affirms the cyclical interconnections between our conscious and unconscious processes—all of which I’ll talk more about later in the book.


Articulating these connections for other writers has shown me how important it is to nurture the twin sparks of dreams and writing. For more than ten years now, participants in my workshops and classes have discovered how moving into an intentional relationship with their dreams feeds their writing and deepens the meanings they mine from their dreams.


What You’ll Find Here


Foundational to the Dreaming on the Page (DOTP) approach is the belief that dreaming isn’t just something that happens at the end of the day, and writing isn’t just about putting words on paper when inspiration strikes. Approached mindfully, these humble, holy practices open us to inner dimensions that contain creativity, healing, and meaning. And, like yoga or meditation, Dreaming on the Page consists of simple daily practices whose benefits grow and expand as we circle back to them again and again.







We may not have wings or leaves, but we humans do have words. Language is our gift and our responsibility.


—Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass






Everybody Dreams … Not Everybody Remembers



No matter how many times I emphasize that Dreaming on the Page is for everyone, whether they remember their dreams or not, there are always those who approach dream recall as if it were a rigid requirement that has the potential to preclude them from participating. This was brought home to me on the first evening of a weekend-long workshop for creative writers who had gathered at a rustic New England retreat center. I had often taught this approach to dreamers, but this was the first time I was offering the DOTP approach to a group who identified as writers but who were new to dreamwork.


I began by launching into my standard instructions for improving dream recall. I reminded them that dream recall is a skill that can be developed, and I introduced them to the basics: “Place a notebook and pencil beside your bed,” I said. And I instructed them to repeat their intention to remember their dreams a few times as they drifted off to sleep. Then I told them to jot down dreams or fragments they recalled when they woke up in the morning, or to make some notes if they woke during the night.


There was excited chatter as participants gathered up their notebooks, pens, travel mugs, and tote bags and headed to their rooms in the lodge.


The next morning, when we gathered in our writing circle, I was eager to hear how the night’s experiment in dream recall had gone and to introduce the first dream-based writing prompt. Usually after being invited to remember dreams, especially just before bed, participants in my dream workshops tell me their dreams were more prolific, clearer, or more varied than usual. But this time when I asked this group of writers how they slept, I was met with a prickly silence and a lot of uncomfortable shifting around in chairs. Finally, one woman spoke up: “None of us could sleep!” she said.


“Because of you,” another woman, steaming coffee in hand, said soberly.


This set off a round of conspiratorial nods and expressions of weary agreement.


Because of me? I was disappointed—no, make that devastated. The last thing I want is to rob people of their sleep. After all, I think of myself as the Joanie Appleseed of Dreams. I take pleasure from connecting people with their midnight muse.


“What happened?” I asked.


“The effort of trying to remember dreams kept me awake all night,” a woman, who was cocooned in a cozy poncho, explained. And a chorus of nodding heads confirmed the problem.


“I can usually fall back asleep if I wake up in the night, but this time I grabbed my pen, turned on the light, and sat up to write. Then, I couldn’t get back to sleep,” a young man chimed in.


“And he woke me up, too,” his roommate grumbled. “And I was kind of pissed because I wanted to remember at least three dreams to bring to the group this morning.”


Despite the desperation in their bleary eyes, I couldn’t help but smile. “My instructions last night were meant as a suggestion, not a challenge.” Shaking my head, I added, “I’ve never encountered such a type A group of dreamers before.”


We all had a good laugh, then the sleepy writers topped off their coffee mugs to power them through the rest of the day.


Since then, I always remind groups to hold the intention to recall their dreams lightly. And lo and behold, my creative dreamers now sleep more soundly, and most of them recall their dreams, wake in a friendlier mood, and write happily ever after.


And the moral of this story is …


… Keep a Light Touch


Set an intention to remember your dreams—but don’t try too hard. It’s better to recall one or two dreams now and then and take the time to really connect with them than it is to grab as many dreamy handfuls as you can, just for the sake of it. Enjoy the dreams that come to you, and enjoy your rest, too!


Here’s how to have your sleep and recall dreams, too:


Sleep comes first. Prioritize getting a restful and sweet night of sleep, rather than straining to remember every dream.


Dreams are recyclable. Even if you record only a handful of dreams, that’s okay. You can take multiple approaches to working with a single dream, and use it multiple times to inspire new pieces of writing.


Minimize disruptions. Purchase a light-up pen for writing at night, and keep your notebook close at hand (not under the teetering tower of books and tissue boxes stacked beside your bed) so you can easily access both. This will allow you to stay in a dreamy state, and not wake yourself completely, when you want to record a dream in the middle of the night. It will also keep your bed partner or roommate happy, so they can snooze contentedly through your midnight or early-morning note-taking.


Just a word or two will do. When recording a dream in the middle of the night, you don’t need to write the entire dream. Often just jotting down an image or a few key words will help you recall the dream in the morning. Either way, an image is worth a thousand words, so it’s probably plenty to inspire a poem or story.


Too tired to write. If you wake in the middle of the night with a dream but are too sleepy to pick up your pen, that’s okay. Thinking about the dream as you roll back into sleep will help secure it in your memory. Plus, it might help you slip back into the same dream, maybe even with awareness that you are dreaming while you are dreaming (a rich state of consciousness known as lucid dreaming).


In dreams we trust. When dreams are sparse, have faith that they’ll return when the time is right. Be patient and keep setting an intention to remember. In time, your dreams will once again knock on the door of your consciousness. So, keep pen and paper handy so you can welcome them in when they do.


Low Recall? No Worries


As happy as I am when I can help a writer remember more dreams, the truth is you don’t need to recall your dreams to enjoy the fruits of the DOTP approach. Here are some alternatives:


Many ways to dream. Technically speaking, a dream is a form of thinking (usually in the form of a narrative) that takes place during sleep. In DOTP we expand the standard definition to include daydreams, too.


Dreams have no expiration date. Even people who think they don’t remember dreams usually recall at least one dream, whether it be a nightmare from childhood or a memorable dream featuring a lost loved one. You can use any dream or dream fragment for our purposes, whether it was from last night or years ago.


Pick a card. Collect a stash of rich, evocative imagery: Purchase a deck of tarot cards for their vibrant, archetypal images, or clip artsy pictures from magazines, museum brochures, and pamphlets. Then, without looking, pick a card or picture to serve as your dream. Allow the magic of random chance to give you the “dream” you need in that moment.


Waking dreams work, too. When you don’t have a dream to work with, you can choose an unusual or surprising event from your waking life to use as if it were a dream. For example, think of a time recently when you encountered an unusual animal, when something broke, or you witnessed an accident. Write the incident down in the first person and without editorial comment. Then work with that “dream report” for the writing exercises in this book.


Reuse, recycle, repurpose. You don’t have to remember a lot of dreams to benefit from Dreaming on the Page. In fact, you can use a single dream with a variety of writing prompts and get different results each time. In this way, even a half-dozen dreams can continue to provide new perspectives, precious insights and inspiration for years to come.


Fasten Your Seat Belt, the Journey Is About to Begin


Dreaming on the Page is not a spectator sport. As you turn each page, you will be invited to journal your responses to what you learn, try out new techniques, and implement new habits.


While there is a logical order to the flow of the chapters in this book, there isn’t one right way to read it. You may choose to page through it cover to cover, completing the suggested practices as you go. Or you might try out some prompts and exercises in Part Two, for example, before completing Part One. That’s okay. Either way, you’ll find that when you engage with this process, you will transform dreaming and writing from things that you do into ways that you live.


That said, to make the most of your time with Dreaming on the Page, there are steps you can take to prepare the way for a more fulfilling experience:


Get comfy. Choose or create a quiet, comfortable space where you’ll enjoy sitting with your journal for ten to twenty minutes a day to respond to the prompts and exercises.


Set the scene. A dreamy writer’s bedside table should be well equipped. Make sure you have a bedside lamp (preferably with a dimmer switch), a sleep mask and earplugs if needed, a notebook, and pen or pencil for writing dreams. (You can transcribe your dreams to your computer or tablet later if you like. But to create the best conditions for sleep and dreams, move anything with a screen out of the bedroom. Or at the very least, keep them out of arm’s reach.)


Commit to your bedtime. You don’t have to remember your dreams to benefit from the Dreaming on the Page approach, but your experience will be enriched by getting a good night’s sleep so, among other things, you can reap the creative harvest of the dreaming mind. Start by committing to a reasonable bedtime and wake-up time.


Grab your notebook. Since you’ve picked up this book, it’s likely you already keep a notebook or journal. Pull out the one you are already using or purchase a new one. Start by spending about five minutes before bed reflecting on your day, and another five minutes in the morning writing your dreams.


Buy time. During my workshops, I’m always surprised by how much we write in a short amount of time. It seems like ten minutes in a writing circle is more productive than an hour of writing time alone. I’ve come to believe in the power of that insistent ticking time pressure. Avoid using your smartphone, smartwatch, or any other connected device for this function, due to their built-in distractions. Instead, use an old-fashioned egg timer or analog watch. Some of my students even use an old-school hourglass. Whatever you choose, set the timer for a little less time than you think you need. (Most exercises in this book can be completed in under twenty minutes.) When the timer sounds, put down your pen and stop. If you’re on a roll and want to keep writing, obey the timer anyway. Take a break, stand up and stretch, use the bathroom, or refill your mug if you need to. Then return for another timed session. By doing so, you’ll train your subconscious to respond to the gentle pressure of a timed session—and you’ll be amazed at how much you accomplish.


Set the mood. Don’t try too hard to remember dreams, and do pace yourself; you don’t need to do all the prompts and exercises at once. Adopt a patient, nonjudgmental, and loving attitude toward yourself as you embark on this journey.



Dreaming on the Page by the Numbers



Everybody dreams, and everybody has a story to tell. These simple facts are at the heart of the Dreaming on the Page approach. What follows is a summary of the principles that have sprung from that basic premise.


The Four Features


Dreaming on the Page is:


1.A unique approach to writing that inspires an awake and aware relationship to creativity by using imagery and information from the subconscious mind, especially nighttime dreams.


2.An alternative lens through which to explore dreams and writing and the many places where they overlap and intersect.


3.A noninterpretive form of dreamwork. Rather than analyze or interpret dreams, we spend time with dreams on the page and allow their insights, fresh perspective, and meaning to reveal themselves to us naturally.


4.A commitment to being an active participant in sleep, dreams, and creativity so we can wake up to lives of increased meaning, purpose, and joy.


The Seven Steps


We often think of sleep and dream recall as things that just happen—or don’t—and that are mostly beyond our control. Likewise, we may mistakenly believe that inspiration is a mysterious gift that is bestowed—or not—by some distant muse. The seven steps for DOTP articulate the synergistic connections between sleep, dreams, and writing and awaken us to the power of intentionally cultivating them as follows:


1.Prepare. Create conditions for dreams and writing.


2.Incubate. Be an active dreamer; request what you need or desire.


3.Receive. Open to the dreams and stories/poems that arrive in response.


4.Reflect. Engage with the dreams and stories you receive.


5.Connect. Be awake to the responsive nature of the universe, including synchronicities.


6.Manifest. Take steps to bring the wisdom and creativity from your dreams and imagination into form.


7.Acknowledge. Honor the process and express gratitude.


The Five Kinds of DOTP Writing


DOTP writing includes prose (fiction and nonfiction) and poetry in any form that is:


1.Dictated by dreams. A direct translation from dream to page with minimal editing.


2.Filled in by dreams. A crucial plot point or element is provided by a dream.


3.Prompted by dreams. A dream or dream image is used as a writing prompt to catalyze the piece.


4.Driven by dreams. Dreams are included in the text to advance the plot, foreshadow future action, provide backstory, expose a character’s state of mind, and/or influence a character’s actions.


5.Created with awareness. Any piece of writing that is created with awareness of the subconscious and/or active engagement with it, despite whether a dream is referenced directly.


The Four Skills


There are no prerequisites needed to begin Dreaming on the Page. But I encourage writers and dreamers to develop these four basic skills to enhance their craft, all of which will be addressed in more depth elsewhere in this book:


1.Dream recall


2.Dream incubation


3.Dream lucidity


4.Active and engaged listening


The Three Basic Tools


1.Journal/notebook. A simple spiral-bound notebook is all that’s needed for the Dreaming on the Page practice. Computers and electronic devices have their place, too—but are not essential for the DOTP approach.


2.Pen/pencil. While there are situations when writing and recording dreams electronically can be helpful, I suggest handwriting for the added benefits that come with the slow and embodied act of writing.


3.Timer. To avoid exposing ourselves to the distractions inherent in any “connected” device such as a computer, electronic tablet, or smartphone while writing, use a basic egg timer or analog watch or clock to keep time for your DOTP practice.
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THE SECRET THAT’S BEEN HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT



Has a writing teacher ever advised you against using dreams in your work? Maybe they warned that dreams are clichéd or a hackneyed shortcut. I’ve heard that advice and pondered it. But then I remember all the dream-drenched moments in literature that I adore. For example, I admire how Sholem Aleichem, author of Tevye the Milkman (the story that inspired Fiddler on the Roof), used dreams skillfully in his stories as the deux ex machina—the plot device in which a supernatural force prods the story toward its climax. In one famous example, Tevye uses a manufactured dream to manipulate his wife into breaking off their oldest daughter’s match to a wealthy old man, so she could marry her true love, an impoverished tailor. And I have folders stuffed with exquisite poems that feature dreams. Each one is an argument against the scolding teacher in my mind who takes up the party line against dreams in literature.


After all, in a culture where they are otherwise marginalized, dreams show up with notable frequency between the covers of books. Poetry, fiction, and memoir abound with accounts of dreams, and writers regularly attest to the fact that some of their best ideas arose from dreams. Plots may turn on the appearance of a protagonist’s dream, and crucial information about characters’ inner lives is often communicated through their dreams.


Authors and artists through the ages have known that dreams provide the secret ingredients for producing writing that is captivating and memorable. The poet Octavio Paz cites the example of French poet Saint-Pol-Roux, who would hang the inscription The poet is working from his door while he slept. And Jorge Luis Borges said, “Writing is nothing more than a guided dream.”


Stephen King found the salient plot twist for Salem’s Lot in a dream, and Amy Tan has used dreams to help her get unstuck when writing stories. Countless poets from Samuel Taylor Coleridge to Lucille Clifton have used imagery from dreams in their poems. Literary greats Toni Morrison and Audre Lorde both spoke directly to the importance of being open to dreams and visions in the act of creation. It has even been said that Dante was considered a minor poet until Beatrice appeared to him in a dream. William Styron got the idea for Sophie’s Choice from a dream, and Sue Grafton used her scary dreams to create her fictional heroine Kinsey Millhone.


Clearly, writing has been a reliable bridge between the conscious terrain of the literate mind and the subconscious realms of the dreaming imagination for as long as people have put pen to paper (or papyrus!) and before.




COLLECT EVIDENCE


Think about all the stories or poems that you love that were enriched by dream content and keep a running list of them in your journal. Reflect on the ways that the dream served the writing. What did the dream allow the author to do better? What can you learn as a writer by studying how dreams are used in your favorite works of literature?





Explore the Storeroom of Your Dreams


When you realize what your dreams have to offer you as a writer, it’s like that dream you may have had in which you find a room in your house that you never knew was there. When it comes to the literary imagination, your dreams are that secret room. They’ve been there all along, filled with armoires, shelves, dressers, and closets stuffed full of ideas and inspiration. Knowing how to find this room and access its contents is the key to the Dreaming on the Page approach.
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