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      “In this remarkable book, Dawn Brunke reminds us that we exist within an interconnected oneness of depth, beauty, and awareness—if only we wake up, look around, and listen. Lucid dreaming helps us experience deeper connections in a life-altering way and recognize the living awareness of other species, our shared planet, and the vast universe. Dreaming with Polar Bears encourages us all to wake up, remember, and understand this ancient knowledge.”

      ROBERT WAGGONER, AUTHOR OF LUCID DREAMING:

GATEWAY TO THE INNER SELF

      “Right from the introduction you will be drawn in, fascinated by Dawn Brunke’s exploration of conscious dreaming and her ability to deeply communicate with animals. Her enthralling exploration will explode your awareness into new possibilities. Read and dream on.”

      PENELOPE SMITH, ANIMAL COMMUNICATION SPECIALIST

AND AUTHOR OF ANIMAL TALK, WHEN ANIMALS SPEAK,

AND ANIMALS IN SPIRIT

      “More than once I’ve fallen into the arms of Dawn Brunke’s books with joyful delight, and Dreaming with Polar Bears has had me falling all over again. The author is a wise guide of oft-hidden transhistorical traditions. She gives us all a much needed reminder of how to restore our connections to the vital realities of the dreaming world and the world of dreaming.”

      SIMON BUXTON, AUTHOR OF THE SHAMANIC WAY OF THE BEE

      “Dawn Brunke’s extraordinary gift of openness to the ancient ways of communication with the animal world opens new horizons to explore the interconnectedness of all life. Her polar bear dreams invite us to stop: to open our eyes, feel, listen, and remember; to allow ourselves to be vulnerable and open our hearts to share with all that is. May this book remind us that we are part of nature and how living that reality can bring a meaningful and balanced life.”

      HRH PRINCESS IRENE OF THE NETHERLANDS, 

AUTHOR OF SCIENCE, 
SOUL, AND THE SPIRIT OF NATURE AND 

DIALOGUE WITH NATURE

      “This book is a must for anyone interested in lucid dreaming and developing relationships with teachers in the spirit world through dreams. It asks deep questions and offers unique answers gleaned from a lifetime of dream experiences.”

      NICKI SCULLY, AUTHOR OF POWER ANIMAL MEDITATIONS AND 


PLANETARY HEALING: SPIRIT MEDICINE 

FOR GLOBAL TRANSFORMATION

      “Dawn Brunke has taken time to listen deeply to what has called her. She helps us to awaken, to open our being, to recover the sacred covenant of our vocation as custodians of the planet to become co-creators and co-dreamers with the many beings on, below, and above our Earth of a new dream sourced from the heart. I cannot think of a more important message for our time.”

      VERONICA GOODCHILD, PH.D., FACULTY AT 

PACIFICA GRADUATE 
INSTITUTE AND AUTHOR OF 

EROS AND CHAOS AND SONGLINES OF THE SOUL
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      The Invitation

      One night many years ago, while sleeping on a ship, I became lucid within a dream. The usual tingly rush of excitement—I am awake, inside my dream!—flooded through me. But to stay anchored in the lucid state, I knew I must calm myself and observe.

      
        My consciousness is divided into two screens of awareness. On one side is my sleeping body, tucked in a bed on a ship. On the other side is a small, lively dog called Little High Top. I find I can slip my attention directly into his mind. Inside his thoughts, I know all about him. I live with a family: a mother, a father, an older boy, and a young girl. I am happy and peppy and love to play. I am called Little High Top because I am only as big as a high-top sneaker. This is a joke in my family. When I first came to live with them, they sat me inside the boy’s red high-top sneaker and took my photo, and that is how I got my name.
      

      
        As the dreamer, I’m fascinated by this dual awareness and how I can shift so easily between the two worlds. I know I am Dawn, on the ship, dreaming this dream, but so also can I become Little High Top by sharing his consciousness. Even more fascinating is that I understand he is aware of me—he knows I am a dreaming human watching the events of his life from within his body. He seems welcoming of this connection, excited even, to share in this way.
      

      
        Urging myself to remember every detail of the dream, I cough. In the same instant, Little High Top barks. It seems deliberate in a humorous way, and I feel compelled to try again and again. Whenever I cough as Dawn, Little High Top barks. (Or as I shall later consider, whenever Little High Top barks, Dawn coughs.) Is this synchronicity of sound some type of dream technique? But to what end? What does it do? My thoughts race, enthused with the many possibilities.
      

      
        Time speeds up, and I watch Little High Top’s life passing by. He is older now, his girl has left for college, and he is taken to an old uncle’s house to live. The uncle is an artist whose small house sits on the side of a mountain cliff overlooking a rocky ocean bay. Perhaps the house is in Italy or Greece. The uncle paints and draws at a wood table beside a large picture window. Little High Top sits on the table across from him. Together they look out over dark blue water as the old man creates his art. I watch Little High Top’s life pass as the old uncle dies, followed shortly by Little High Top. It was a good life filled with play and happiness and service. It was a life well lived.
      

      I wrote the dream in my journal and recounted it to several people who shared my enthusiasm for the creative wonders of dreams. At the time, I was writing a book about shapeshifting with animals, focusing on what it is like to experience the world through an animal’s perspective. The dream symbology of two screens of awareness, along with the dreamer’s ability to shift between them, accurately portrayed my experience of shapeshifting, or as I often thought about it, the ability to shift the shape of one’s consciousness and thus perceive in a different way.

      I found it remarkable that Little High Top knew I was a dreaming human watching his life events from within his awareness. In this sense, he seemed very much his own dog—not just a representation of some part of me but rather a sentient being visiting my dreamworld. The cough-bark connection was also intriguing. The sound came from our throats, possibly indicating the importance of creative expression and voicing oneself to the world. That we coughed and barked simultaneously represented a deeper link between us, perhaps a joining of expressive abilities. I loved the dream; it held a playful, perplexing quality that spoke to me.

      Time passed, however, and other dreams were dreamed. Thus Little High Top might have simply remained an interesting journal entry, an unusual lucid experience sometimes recalled on special occasions—if it wasn’t for a second dream that occurred about a year later.

      
        I am in a small airplane flying from Juneau to Anchorage. I am sitting in the window seat, the middle seat is empty, and an older, distinguished-looking gentleman is in the aisle seat. He tells me he is a visiting professor of dreamology and that he has come to Alaska to teach a special type of dreaming. There is something old-world and charming about the man. He exudes a humble, unassuming presence, yet I sense he knows secrets.
      

      During a lull in our conversation, I lean my forehead against the window and look outside. When we left Juneau it was dark, but now we are flying above billowy white clouds tinged early-morning gold and pink. The effect is magical and my thoughts start to drift. I imagine what it would be like to float among the clouds or even to become a cloud. It strikes me how easily my consciousness can travel to the world outside the plane. And how such a different world—one of subdued lighting and sleepy travelers and my physical body—remains inside the plane. Isn’t it odd that two very different worlds can coexist so close together, separated only by a pane of glass? Isn’t it peculiar how easy it is to move between them, and yet most of the time we don’t acknowledge this or even believe it possible?

      Suddenly, I remember the dream of Little High Top. I feel the same sensation of dual screens of awareness—which now causes me to realize that I am awake! Within my dream!

      
        The familiar rush of excitement courses through me. Here I am, dreaming that I am sitting in an airplane—next to a professor of dreamology!—observing the way we separate different worlds of awareness, as well as remembering a dream in which I moved between two such worlds. The moment is filled with heightened possibilities. But it is fragile, too, and I know I must not lose myself in my own excitement. Still, I can’t help blurting out to the professor, “I just remembered my dream!”
      

      
        He turns to me with a smile and nods. Settling into his seat, he closes his eyes as I recount the dream of Little High Top. I explain how I awoke within that dream to dual awareness and how I ventured into the dog’s consciousness to learn of his life, reliving key events with him as he grew older, leaving one home for another, until both he and the old uncle died.
      

      
        When I tell the professor that’s it, the end of the dream, he opens his eyes and looks into mine. “Is Little High Top real?”
      

      
        “It was a dream,” I say. (Alas, I am no longer lucid. At some point in relating the dream to the professor the edge of lucid awareness dissolved.) But he continues to question me in a good-natured way, encouraging me to consider the reality of a dog called Little High Top who lived such a life.
      

      I begin to feel nervous. On the one hand it was just a dream, but I feel a growing sense of unease. Because a professor of dreamology persists in asking me if a dream dog is real, I am nudged into feeling something more must be involved. Suddenly he coughs and, quite involuntarily, I laugh. The actions trigger my memory of the cough-bark connection within the other dream. And I almost remember something very important. The professor leans forward and digs out a battered, dark brown leather case from under the seat in front of him. From the case, he pulls a packet of photos held together by a red rubber band. Riffling through them, he hands me one. It’s a picture of a small dog—perhaps a terrier—who looks very much like Little High Top. I nod yes, this is the same type of dog, and he indicates I should turn over the photo. On the back, in a loopy handwritten script, are the words Little High Top.

      
        Is this a trick? My heart pounds faster; my thoughts race. How could this man—is he really a professor? of dreamology?—who just happened to be sitting next to me know I would even remember this dream or recount it to him? He shows me other photos: the family, the high-top sneaker, the uncle, the table, and the window that overlooks the sea. He taps the images repeatedly with his forefinger, as if to say, See? This is real! He tells me he is returning from his brother’s funeral—that his brother was the old uncle in my dream, his niece the mother in Little High Top’s family.
      

      
        The professor then tells me I did well in recalling the details of the dream, except the uncle did not live in Europe but in Juneau. Did I not remember the spectacular mountaintop view of the bay?
      

      
        For the second time in this dream, I realize I am dreaming. I tell myself that I am in a dream and, within this world, all the professor is telling me is true. Still, there is part of me that wants to question, how is this possible? Is my dream really real? Am I connected to this dog? What does this mean? As if reading my thoughts, the professor holds up his hand and stops me with a look.
      

      
        Just then—in that fast-forward way of dreams—we have landed. Everyone is bustling about, reaching into the overhead bins, gathering belongings. I stand beside the professor, who reaches into his pocket and hands me an ivory-colored card.
      

      The paper is thick and elegant, folded crisply at the top—an invitation. I understand it is my recollection of Little High Top that allows the professor to present me this card. I understand it is a special invitation, one that involves a challenge that I am free to accept or not. As I open the card and begin to read, the professor moves closer.

      
        “Dreaming with polar bears,” he whispers in my ear.
      

      There are dreams, and then there are dreams. As I scrambled to record the details of this dream in my journal, I marveled over its intricacies: the engaging story line, the humor (a professor of dreamology?), the recurrence of the dual screen of awareness, the lucid memory of a dream within a dream, and the invitation—the challenge—to dream another kind of dream. I was amazed how one dream could so cleverly build upon another, making use of dream symbology that was over a year old.

      The professor’s persistent attempt to prove the reality of a dog called Little High Top was also impressive. I remembered that dream and how, from the dog’s perspective, I sensed he was aware of me as a dreaming human. But did this mean the dog was real in the same way I am real? Was he asleep somewhere in our world, dreaming about a human sharing his awareness? If the other dreamer was a person I knew, I could call her up and ask, did you dream this dream too? And we could laugh, or marvel, at the chances of this shared dream ability. But how would I ever find this dog—and did the dog actually have a waking world outside the dream? Was he dreaming me? How could I know? Where does one reality end and another begin?

      Such questions are not new. More than two thousand years ago the Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu dreamed he was a butterfly, flitting and fluttering, happy to do as he pleased. Then he awoke and there he was, a man called Chuang Tzu. But which experience was real? And how could he know? The mystery of consciousness he posed is this: Am I Chuang Tzu who dreamed I was a butterfly, or am I butterfly dreaming I am Chuang Tzu?

      I have always been interested in such questions. Peering through my dreams—especially lucid dreams—lurks a dreamer filled with both wonder and incredulity. Sometimes I think my dreams deliberately play with my consciousness, poking fun at my skepticism and self-doubt, urging me to consider other possibilities, to try on new ways of being.

      As with most anything in life, the more attention we focus on our dreams—remembering them in the morning, recording them, telling them to others, sketching or painting them, acting in some way upon the wisdom or messages received—the more our dreams respond. We establish a dialogue between our waking and dreaming worlds, a dialogue rich in images, intelligent in symbology, helpful in insight, encouragement, or healing, and uniquely suited to our particular needs. A gateway opens.

      For me, that gateway opened as I was handed the invitation. Dreaming with polar bears—even the phrasing seemed an entryway, a mysterious, poetic portal. For while it is one thing to dream about polar bears or dogs or dolphins, to dream with another species conveys something quite different indeed. How does one dream with polar bears? And why polar bears? Why not continue the canine connection already established within the dream? Although I live in Alaska and certainly admire the great white bears of the Far North, I had never seen a polar bear in the wild. Why not ravens or moose? Why not Chuang Tzu’s butterfly?

      In my imagination, it is at this point the dream professor once again holds up his hand and stops me with a look. Such questions will not take us far. To interpret, analyze, or question a dream can seem helpful at times, yet we remain strangers to the dream. To know a dream, something more is required of us. All that a dream offers in the way of ingenious hints, puzzles, visions, challenges, messages, secrets—all manner of invitation—pales next to the question, Do you accept?

      I did. And I began to dream of polar bears. The dreams consisted of one simple, repeated scene: I am in the high Arctic, walking beside a polar bear. Although the land, sky, and seascape changed from dream to dream, the core event remained the same.

      The dreams continued for almost a year, though sporadic—from two or three times a week to once every three or four weeks. Unlike my other dreams that sprawled with action and events and colorful characters, the polar bear dreams felt like hard little seeds. They held a unique quality, though what this quality was I could not exactly say. I was not lucid inside the dreams, but I sensed a growing awareness within.

      In waking life, I worked with the dreams. I wrote them down; I drew sketches; I retold the dream as if I were the bear, the landscape, a disinterested observer. I tried to reenter the dream in meditation, to question the dream bear, to engage the help of a dream guide, or to find some symbolic clue or pattern as to why this particular dream was recurring. But it was as if the dreams were encased by a protective coating, a barrier not easily yielding to any of my preferred dream techniques, nor any I found in books.

      Clearly, there are times to persist and times to yield. I felt it best to leave the dreams be, to simply experience them, allowing them to unfold naturally. What else could be done? Then, soon after I let go, something happened inside the dream that changed everything.

      As usual, I walk beside the polar bear. It is night and we are traveling across a wide, flat, silvery expanse of snow. The air is crystalline, sharp and clear. I notice a rhythm in our walk, something distinct and familiar. Slowly, realizations come to me, one by one: I have been here before. This is a dream. I have dreamed this dream before. I am dreaming now. The recognition is both obvious and amusing. With a laugh, I reach out to touch the bear’s shoulder and he turns his great white head to me. I realize I am quite calm, not overly excited as I usually am in lucid dreams. For a moment I want to question the bear—Why are we here? What are we doing?—but my awareness is now also within the bear. He is looking at me, into me, and I see myself through his eyes. He remembers me; he has seen me before, in his dreams. Then I realize not only am I dreaming, he is dreaming, too. We are both awake—lucid and aware—within each other’s dream.

      This is a book about dreaming with polar bears. It is about the many ways dreams speak to us at deep levels, urging us to awaken. It is about meeting polar bears in a different way, sharing a different reality beneath appearances. It is about how our impressions and assumptions about polar bears (or any animal) can teach us about ourselves, and how the presence of polar bears in our world speaks to something larger still. Finally, this is a book about relationship. It is about a meeting place between realities, an exploration of the dreamworld both created and discovered when two dreamers meet.

      I continued to dream walk beside the polar bear. But things were different now. I was usually awake within the dreams and so, said the bear, was he. Our shared thoughts flowed through the dreams, night to night, in seamless conversation. The polar bear claimed he was a specialized dreamer, a real bear living in the Arctic who had the ability to share dreams with other dreamers. I claimed to be a real human living in Alaska who was relatively new to this way of dream connecting.

      Dreaming the dreams was like living inside a fantastic novel. The bear told me what it was like to live as a polar bear, describing his den, his mother, his life as a cub. He showed me how he learned to hunt, how to smell the snow and wind to know where seals were sleeping or when storms were coming. I met the Polar Bear Council, a group of spirit bears who served as guides, facilitating shared dreaming as part of planetary evolution. They spoke of special teachings that polar bears hold for the Earth, what Native peoples call Polar Bear Medicine: the ability to consciously dream.

      In order to understand polar bears, the bear said to me, you need to become a polar bear person. He encouraged me to visit other bears by sharing their awareness, to see and feel their life experiences as I had with the dog called Little High Top. And so I traveled in dreams and visions, shifting the shape of my consciousness from human to bear and back again.

      I experienced many dreams of shared awareness, often with lucidity, and became more adept at connecting with the polar bear while both asleep and awake, for dreams can occur anytime. Sometimes, while riding in a car, walking, or simply gazing through a window, I would slip into the shared dreamscape, viewing the vast frozen Arctic landscape shimmering like a translucent curtain over the Alaskan mountains and terrain of my home.

      As time went on, my relationship with the dream bear deepened and the nagging question, Is this real? stopped yapping through my head. My questions were larger now, as was my way of seeing the world.

      I began to consider, what if the reason for the dream is not mine, but the bear’s? Perhaps the bear has reasons to dream about me, to share his thoughts and life experiences with a human. Such thoughts take us outside our conventional framework of reality. To create a bridge that joins humans and polar bears in meaningful relationship is like trying to bring the full reality of a dream into waking consciousness—or the fullness of waking consciousness into a dream.

      To know polar bears, we must first move beyond our idea of polar bears. Beyond the collective human concepts about polar bears—ferocious man-eater, cuddly image for children, the worried face of global warming and extinction—is the bear itself, with its life, thoughts, and dreams. To move beyond our idea of polar bears, we must be willing to move beyond our limited ideas about ourselves and our connection with others. We must be willing to allow a larger understanding of the world, a larger presence of who we are.

      To truly know a dream we must feel it, breathe it, and, ultimately, allow it to live through us. When a dream calls to us, we begin with who we are. The dream speaks to us in a manner uniquely ours, whispering reminders, stirring awareness, nudging us, Wake up, Wake up!

      This is a book about what happens when we accept an invitation from our dreams. This is a book about dreaming with polar bears.

    

  
    
      PART 1
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          A Personal History of Dreaming Bears
        

        
          Why do they come to us, the animals?

What do they want, inhabiting our dreams?
        

        JAMES HILLMAN, DREAM ANIMALS

      

    

  
    
      1

      The Dog in the Basement

      In the beginning, before the bear, is the big white dog. She waits upon a pillow bed in the basement of my being—welcomer, protector, teacher, friend. She is the first clue, the key image, the guardian at the entrance to my personal history of dreaming.

      Perhaps you are wondering why a person dreams with polar bears or writes a book about it. Was she called? Was it Polar Bear who sent the invitation to dream? Were there clues in the dreamer’s life along the way? How did it begin?

      When we begin to engage our dreams in meaningful ways, we soon find ourselves traveling through a multiplicity of worlds. It can be challenging to translate experiences from one world to another, to convey subtleties of contextual meaning across different arenas, through different modes of interpreting reality. As we trudge along, we find ourselves wearing different hats: scientist and artist, detective and intuitive, observer and participant. We need patience and persistence—perceptiveness, too. The journey may captivate, and soon we’re frequent fliers along the cross-cultural continuum of deeper knowing. We become adventurers, exploring the psyche, mapping secret passageways, charting unknown bridges and wormholes within the multiverse.

      To begin, however, a foundation is helpful. While this is not a book about cataloging or analyzing dreams, it is based on the idea that some familiarity with how we relate to our dreams is both valuable and necessary. How do we translate the unique symbols and images that appear in our inner theater? How do we find deeper meaning in what initially seems to be just a dream? How does each dream fit within the history of our dreaming lives? How may we recall and retain these stories in waking consciousness so that they speak to us—and so that we, in response, may speak to them? Indeed, as when visiting any foreign country, it’s useful to learn the language and customs.

      What follows in part 1 are the significant dreams I’ve had about bears. I share these for two reasons. First and most obvious, they answer how my polar bear dreaming began. It has been fascinating for me to gather and reclaim the dreams that appear to signify an ongoing connection with polar bears; though, this was not apparent for much of my life.

      Second, the dreams serve as examples through which we can try different dream decoding techniques. It’s wise to be versatile. It’s smart to have a large box of dream tools, for each dream is unique. An approach that helps us one time may not be appropriate another. No one way is advocated here, no four secret steps to success. Rather, we’ll try on different styles to discover what works best for each dream and consider varied ways to make meaningful connections. The following dreams are held, turned over and inside out, pondered, examined, and questioned in this spirit of playful exploration. Some views offer basic observations; others are more arcane. Some may speak to you, others not. Perhaps certain seeds will remain dormant within you for a time until their magic is needed to help you in your dreams.

      In the end, when I finally met the polar bear heart to heart, mind to mind, none of this mattered. We entered a dream relationship in a completely different way. However, I don’t know if this would have happened without giving a lot of attention to my dreams—recording them, sharing them, puzzling and playing and wondering about them. The incubation period was necessary. Part 2 of this book takes us into a very different world. Before we venture there, however, let us get to know the dreamworld territory. It’s good to be prepared. Let us begin.

      
        THE FIRST DREAM

        The first dream I can remember occurred when I was two years old. Most likely the distinction between dreaming and waking hadn’t yet lodged in place, and that’s why it didn’t seem like a dream at all, but a perfectly real event.

        
          My parents and I go to visit some neighbors, a man and a woman. They don’t have children, but the woman tells me that I can go play with the dogs in the basement. As the grown-ups walk into the living room, I climb down the basement stairs, step-by-step, alone.
        

        
          At the bottom of the stairs is an open room, and in the middle of the room is a big, white dog lying on a pillow bed. She smiles, welcoming me, and I go to lie beside her, my head near her belly. I close my eyes. When I open them, there are two more white dogs, one on either side of me. They are smaller than the first dog, but a bit bigger than me. I snuggle between the three dogs, feeling their soft fur, smelling their warm, doggy skin, and I am very happy.
        

        
          My parents call to me from halfway down the basement stairs. They tell me it is time to go home. “Or would you rather stay with the dogs?” they ask. I consider this and tell them I will stay, that I would like to live with the dogs in the basement. They laugh, as do the neighbors. Then my mother comes down the stairs, takes my hand, and leads me home.
        

        Several times after this event, I asked my parents if I could visit the big white dogs. I wanted to see them again, to lay with them on the pillow bed. But my parents shook their heads. They did not understand my question. Eventually I stopped asking and the incident was forgotten. Many years later, as a teenager, I remembered the dogs. Curious about this small mystery from my past, I asked my mother about the memory. She could not recall any childless neighbors with big white dogs. Even if there had been, she added, did I really think she would have allowed a two-year-old to go alone into a basement full of dogs? “It must have been a dream.”

      

      
        WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

        When I review the history of my dream life, it is the big white dog in the basement that seems the start of everything. She is a forerunner. Since that first dream, she has appeared in different ways, in other situations. Sometimes she wears other furry disguises: a white coyote, a white fox, a white horse, a big white bear. She has also shown up in my waking life, most often assuming the form of a white dog.

        Although this dream may not be my first dream, it is my first remembered dream. I have recalled it again and again over the years. In this way, it has become a personal myth—a dream of a dream. It glows softly with a warm patina, a cherished memory from my childhood. And this, too, has become part of the dream.

        When I now look at this dream in a symbolic way, I first notice its structure. The child is separated from her parents, sent underground where she interacts with big white animals, and later retrieved by her human family and returned to the world aboveground. The progression of the dream brings to mind the three stages of a rite of passage: separation (a moving away from the world we know), transition or liminality (an adventure in the in-between often marked by ambiguous categories and unusual experiences), and reincorporation (a return to the world, marked by change). This dream holds all three elements.

        Leaving home with her parents, the dreamer is separated from them, sent away to a room beneath the surface. She leaves what is known (her home, her parents) for the unknown (the neighbor’s home, their basement). Although the idea of playing with dogs is enticing, the dreamer must venture away from her family to reach the underground room, alone.

        The descent into the basement marks the beginning of transition. It’s classic; down, down the dreamer goes. At the bottom, she meets a big white dog, a welcoming representative of the animal world. Basic distinctions are apparent here: the human family is above, in the “living” room; the dreamer is underground, where the animals dwell. Transitional phases are often marked by ambiguity and the merging of categories. The dog smiles at the child as a human might do; the child lies with the dogs in a heap, cuddling as a pup might do. The blending of boundaries between human and animal communing on the pillow bed seems natural here—so natural that the dreamer wants to stay, to live with the family of dogs.

        In the third phase, reincorporation, the dreamer is called to return to her human family. But she is also offered a choice, to stay with the dogs in the basement. When the dreamer chooses to stay, there is laughter. This is telling. There is often something that happens in the liminal phase—a wounding, a mark, a symbolic gesture—that separates before from after. Perhaps the laughter causes the child to feel humiliation; she is laughed at for choosing what cannot be in the “real” world. Perhaps the adults laugh because they are uncomfortable with the child’s choice to live with animals rather than humans, something conventional reality will not allow. No matter why, the choice and the laughter signal a change. The dreamer has declared her preference and returns to her parents not the same child who went down the basement stairs. She now carries a secret, a mystery that has yet to unfold. She has seen something—felt something—with the dogs that the grown-ups have not, and has been changed in the process.

        The dream guides the dreamer from what is known (family, humans, neighbors) to what is unknown (basement, dogs), and back again. Through the process, the dreamer is transformed. She has been offered a gift that the aboveground people do not understand (or remember).

        In some ways, every dream is a potential rite of passage. We move from the world we know while waking to an inner theater of potentiality. Sleep is our transition, our movement into the basement of our being. We even think of it as going down, as in the phrase falling asleep. There, in the inner world, we engage the liminal zone—a place neither here nor there. Not unconsciously asleep, yet not consciously awake, we enter a world of unlimited creation where all things are possible, subject only to the creative rules of the dream. In this sense, dreaming is a liminal state. On waking, we return to where we started: consciously present in our physical body, in a world governed by gravity and other consensual laws, to our unique set of personal circumstances. Whether we allow ourselves to carry the gift (the secret message or meaning) from the dream and open to change is our choice.

        Of course, there are many ways to explore a dream, many avenues that offer different windows through which we can appreciate detailed aspects of the dream. For example, we might look at each element within a dream, decoding its symbols and the way it represents something about the dreamer.

        When considering the basement, we might begin with the idea that it represents a foundation, the base from which we build the house of our personality or conscious self. The contents of the basement may thus represent our subconscious or unconscious elements, the inner or underworld of the psyche. Everyone’s basement is different, and its appearance may change through time. If we dream of a basement that is shadowy or dirty, it tells us one thing. If it’s overcrowded or scary, it tells us something else. In this dream, the basement is large and open, perhaps indicating spaciousness or the absence of categories or clutter within the young dreamer’s subconscious.

        But there is something in the basement, in the middle of the room—a large white dog lying atop a pillow bed. Clearly, it is the dog that is of importance here, the center of it all. That the dog is big conveys it is something sizable, important, substantial.

        That the dog is white holds yet another layer of meaning. White is a color of purity, peace, simplicity or innocence, new beginnings, or even the presence of light. White animals are often rare, and almost always significant in mythology and legend. They are linked to the spirit realm—not hard to see as white is also the color of ghosts and spirits. Sometimes white animals are feared—or revered (often because they are feared). In ancient legends, a white animal is often an intermediary or guide, a being who leads humans to their destiny.

        As basic dream symbols, dogs may indicate loyalty, protection, friendship, faithfulness. In this dream, the dog is friendly and relaxed, lying upon a pillow bed—suggesting rest, comfort, cushioning support, or even sleep and dreaming. The dog is welcoming and the dreamer freely approaches the dog to lie down with her upon the pillow bed, head near belly.

        This placement is specific and reveals how the dreamer views the dog as openhearted, trustworthy. Perhaps the pairing of head to belly suggests the coming together of thought to feeling. Or perhaps it hints at how humans sense primarily with their brain and animals with their gut instinct. If we were so inclined, we could also look at chakras here, or energetic aspects of the body, and ask why one is brought in touch with the other.

        The cohesion of symbols about the great white female dog suggests she is a protector, one who both welcomes and guards the foundation of the dreamer’s inner world. Indeed, the dreamer feels comfortable enough to close her eyes. When she opens them, there is the sudden appearance of two additional dogs.

        What is this bit of magic? Do the two additional dogs appear so as to emphasize “dog” in the dream? Why are they there? As I play with dream symbology, it is at this point I notice the motif of pairings and groupings that has been apparent in the dream all along. And here we have yet another way to explore our dreams—and another reason why it’s so helpful to employ a variety of perspectives. As we investigate a dream element by element, we often observe deeper aspects we didn’t notice on first reading the dream. Thus we are offered another path, another avenue to explore.

        Just for fun, let’s look at numbers in this dream since we now notice them. Two, for example, is a significant echo that reflects something about the dreamer, who is aged two and probably just learning her numbers. Returning to the beginning of the dream, we see a trinity: mother, father, child. Three is often a magical number; here it represents a complete family unit. Then we see two parents and two neighbors—a double pair, suggesting partnership, marriage, the duality of male and female. The formation of this double pairing, however, now puts the dreamer alone, the odd one out of this new grouping of five. As the two pairs move into the living room, the “one” is sent away, downward, to the basement. Is she being abased?

        Interestingly, it’s in the basement that the dreamer encounters another version of one—the dog. But notice how the dog reflects an entirely different aspect of one; not the odd one out but the central figure—the one who commands attention. Here we see how “one” can stand for autonomy and leadership; an older, more mature, confident one; one who is self-contained. If we consider the dream a rite of passage, this image of the self-contained one may foreshadow the dreamer’s quest for autonomy.

        When the dreamer lies beside the dog, there are two. The dreamer closes her eyes and when she opens them sees another set of two. A second instance of double pairing! But in this case, the pair of dogs are not mates (as with the parents and neighbor adults) but siblings. The two dogs are smaller, younger, more like the dreamer. In this group of four, we have a sense of mother dog and three “pups,” or children. The four lie in a warm, comfortable, safe huddle. The dreamer is no longer the odd one out, but part of a family group.

        Then the parents call from halfway down the basement stairs. Why halfway down? What has been halved? Have the parents lost some power or ability so they cannot fully descend? Or perhaps the dreamer has increased in some way from her time in the basement—after all, she was one alone on descending and now is part of four.

        Four is three dogs plus the dreamer; four is two parents and two neighbors. One group rests in the basement, one group comes partway down. Interesting how the directional focus is no longer about the one being sent away but about the adults coming to the basement. Some subtle power has shifted.

        To end, the mother comes down the stairs to take the child home (mother and child form yet another pairing). The newly formed groups dissolve and return to normal: the dogs remain in the basement; the childless neighbors stay in their home; the mother, father, and child go home. The numbers rebalance into their original format.
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