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Both Stephen and Tom have been mentored by a Wise Old Man who has also helped several generations of psychologists climb out of the box (the one that can never really contain our discipline)! To the immortal Alan Watts Professor of Psychology at Saybrook Institute: Dr. Stanley Krippner

To my beloved partner and lifetime companion, who always shares my dream pillow: Robin Searson Larsen

STEPHEN LARSEN

Anne

Janet

Mirabai and Orion

Sangeeta and Amaya

Four generations of love and inspiration

TOM VERNER



The Transformational Power of Dreaming
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“More than a thousand books have been written about dreams. If you had to choose just one, you could not do better than this beautiful integration of the biological, psychological, cultural, mythological, and spiritual dimensions of these mysteries of the night. The best, most practical techniques for remembering and understanding your dreams are placed in the rich context of humanity’s best dream interpreters, from ancient shamans through Freud, Jung, and contemporary authorities with whom the authors have studied, up to the authors themselves. Just reading this book has enriched our dream lives, and it is bound to stimulate your psyche as well!”

DONNA EDEN AND DAVID FEINSTEIN, PH.D., COAUTHORS OF THE 
ENERGIES OF LOVE

“A deep well of knowledge from two of the world’s most respected dream cartographers. This book is mythically oriented, historically detailed, and everyday practical. It also serves as a fascinating personal memoir about the crucial role of dream practices in contemporary mythopoetics. A fine feat! Highly recommended for all dream enthusiasts looking to remember who we really are.”

RYAN HURD, AUTHOR OF SLEEP PARALYSIS, COEDITOR OF LUCID 
DREAMING, AND EDITOR OF THE DREAM STUDIES PORTAL

“The Transformational Power of Dreaming is a beautiful synthesis of scholarship, science, mythology, and the many fascinating but little-known facts about the lives of those dreamers who have had an outsized influence on humanity—scientists and inventors, philosophers, and even some of the great spiritual heroes of our kind. For me this book is a delightful balance of insight and human touch with generous openings into clinical practice and growth. A great bedside read to usher you into the night’s journey.”

EDWARD BRUCE BYNUM, PH.D., A.B.P.P., AUTHOR OF THE DREAMLIFE 
OF FAMILIES AND DARK LIGHT CONSCIOUSNESS

“I have read numerous books about dreams and dreaming, but Stephen Larsen and Tom Verner have revealed insights that are both new and old, both practical and entertaining. The Transformational Power of Dreaming takes the reader on a wild trip that spans centuries and continents. Its description of contemporary brain neuroscience is solid but the book also delves into Greek dream incubation, Tibetan lucid dreaming, Jungian dreamwork, and an innovative procedure by which readers can enter the portals of their own dreams. Actual dream reports from the authors’ clients and students illuminate novel ideas, conveying personal touches that will touch the heart and move the soul.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., ALAN WATTS PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY AT 
SAYBROOK UNIVERSITY AND COEDITOR OF WORKING WITH DREAMS AND PTSD NIGHTMARES

“The power of The Transformational Power of Dreaming as told by Stephen and Tom is the story of the dreams of history—of how they were incubated, used, and valued by our ancestors—dreams that gave them directions to find health and harmony in the ways they lived. By listening to the dream spirits of our ancestors and of the Earth, these spirits can carry us into a world that heals both us and the Earth and can bring us peace. This book needs to be read and practiced by all.”

NICHOLAS E. BRINK, PH.D., AUTHOR OF ECSTATIC SOUL RETRIEVAL AND 
TRANCE JOURNEYS OF THE HUNTER-GATHERERS AND PAST BOARD MEMBER OF THE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF DREAMS

“The authors lucidly map how consciousness and unconsciousness ‘look’ at each other and can be brought into deeper, more intimate conversation. This insightful, entertaining book is also an immensely practical guide to working with dreams. Verner and Larsen’s fascinating stories, meticulous explications, and poetic intelligence inspire our dreaming selves and lead us toward more concentrated, richer lives. They make a wise and convincing case for how, as our roots deepen, our branches blossom.”



Foreword

Edward Tick, Ph.D.

His eyes are wild, his mind swirling, his sleep torn by nightmares. As an air force lieutenant in his late twenties, John had been in command of a first-strike team of our country’s nuclear weapons forces. If orders were given, he would have to push the proverbial button to help destroy the world. John posted images of mushroom clouds on his desktop. Time went on, and as it did, John could not evolve his identity beyond that of an immoral and evil agent of annihilation.

Fortunately he found his way to Tom Verner, who, through his dream incubation workshop, led this tormented veteran from personal hell into healing. John had once been an actor. With Tom’s guidance he reembraced that calling and was able to use the catharsis offered by theater as a means by which to share his torment and purge some of his demons. (See the story of Tom’s work with Kevin, another traumatized veteran, in chapter 8.)

I was John’s graduate school faculty mentor. As our studies advanced, he was able to reframe his military history in archetypal terms. He saw that he had embodied the warrior archetype but was possessed by its shadow—its denied, destructive side. At this point I gave him Stephen Larsen’s book The Mythic Imagination. He found himself inspired by Stephen’s work, because it offered him a road map for tracing his own hero’s journey through his service career. For his graduate school thesis, John was able to write the myth of his own life. With a deeper understanding of his own personal mythology, he finally returned to us as an elder warrior devoted to witnessing truth and healing others trapped in the hell he knew too well.

In this story, as in many instances over the decades, Stephen, Tom, and I have become a kind of mythopoeic healing team, laboring in the fields of imagination and spirit. Our work together embraces dreams, healing rituals, psychodrama, and art. Stephen’s work also includes neurofeedback for the rebalancing and restoration of brain functioning. Tom’s work entails his own special brand of healing magic, which you will read about later in this book.

In Robert Frost’s poem “The Tuft of Flowers” the poet wrote, “‘Men work together,’ I told him from my heart, / ‘Whether they work together or apart.’” In their long careers as teachers, healers, and creative spirits, Stephen and Tom have worked synergistically, “whether together or apart.” This new book that they have written, The Transformational Power of Dreaming, is the latest effort of their lifelong friendship and professional collaboration. Herein, Stephen and Tom bring great love and respect, fresh insights and syntheses, and new reports on dreamers and dreams and their creative and healing potentials to our contemporary world—a world that is seriously and tragically deprived of an imagination that is meant to be fostered and nourished by dreamwork. Tom and Stephen tell dream stories, report dream practices, and consult dream visionaries down through the ages. In so doing, we the readers are initiated into millennia of dream practices and guided through numerous creative exercises to make these practices our own.

At the onset, the authors beautifully state that the dream is “a magic crystal ball that lets us gaze into the mystery of ourselves.” Their book stands like an oracular volume of old—a compendium of dreams, dream practices, and forms of dreamwork and interpretation from all times and peoples that serve as testimony, record, and guidebook. Our wonderful guides, Stephen and Tom, guide us and help us learn how to gaze in to this crystal ball of the dream.

I will always remember a dream incubation retreat that I co-facilitated at the Center for Symbolic Studies in the Hudson River valley of New York, which Stephen and his wife, Robin, run. In the Asclepian practices of ancient Greece, as the sleepers lay in a dormitory called an Abaton, sacred serpents—believed to be the animal form of the god—came out and visited them as they slept. To this modern enactment, Serpentessa, a snake priestess and dancer, brought her pythons and boa constrictors. It was a deep, freezing winter, and participants were offered a choice—to sleep in the big room with the fireplace, but with the snakes present, or to put their sleeping bags elsewhere, where they wouldn’t be disturbed. With some trepidation from certain members, the whole group chose to sleep in the room with the snakes.

The sleepers were warm in their bags and under their quilts, and the snakes made a beeline for the warm places. They crawled, wrapped, hissed, or kissed their way among the sleepers in such unique ways that we had little doubt the snakes had “read” the sleepers’ unconscious. What could have been a phobia turned into a blessing—as we discovered when we shared our amazing stories the next day.

These are but a few of the precious moments and efforts revealed as we strive to bring the practice of true soul work into our suffering world. We seek to bring that which awakens, activates, resuscitates, and deepens our essence and reconnects us to the cosmos. In all of this, Stephen and Tom bring us countless “meetings with remarkable people.” As well, we are privy to the many dreams of literary, scientific, and religious figures down through the ages. Interwoven are contemporary dreams from the coauthors’ patients and workshop participants, who have been kind enough to share them here. And, inspiringly transparent, the authors share their own dreams and the work they have done in trying to understand them.

Communal dream-sharing is a fundamental component of the traditional dream practices that the authors report on in this book. They tell us of dream-revering peoples who gather over morning meals or around the lodge fire in winter snows to share their dreams for all to witness and be part of reenacting. This tribal sharing transforms dreams into community property, stimulates more dreaming in others, and allows everyone to seek and share mystical guidance together.

As in varied traditions from indigenous peoples to the Asclepian Greeks, to Carl Jung and his patients, we declare that dreams are not “just dreams” but also portents, oracles, revelations, exposures, and awakenings. As Stephen’s mentor Edward Whitmont put it in a book title (see chapter 5) they are a “portal to the Source.”

Drenched in images, ideas, visitations to other cultures and their dream practices, teachings from masters, immersions in patients’ and other explorers’ dream and inner worlds, and memoirs, reflections, and autobiographical revelations by our guides, in this book we find ourselves in a world of dream immersion. This book enlists you, the reader, to be an active member of a timeless dream-witnessing tribe.

Herein, Stephen and Tom teach that our layers of consciousness are readily accessible, rather than discrete and walled off, and we are invited in to the journey that embraces and reveals them all: the subconscious, the personal unconscious, the creative unconscious, and the collective unconscious. Tom and Stephen show how dreams can be revelatory of any of these levels or all of them simultaneously. Dreams are the imaginal vehicles by which we travel through and access these layers. And in dreaming big enough, going deep enough, peeling off enough, we pass through the portal to the universal Source. There we connect to the wisdom of the cosmos.

Our dream guides also present compelling examples of the practice of dream incubation. Dream incubation occurs when we prepare to enter into the sacred space and practice known as “temple sleep.” During this time and practice we seek a big dream—a dream from transpersonal sources. Tom and Stephen both use dream incubation in retreat or therapeutic settings and present stories that evidence the healing power of this practice. I attest to it as well, for I have led dream incubation retreats to Greece since 1995, where the practice of dream incubation originated under the healing god Asclepius more than thirty-five hundred years ago. As detailed in my book The Practice of Dream Healing, this practice was at the forefront of the fields of medicine and psychotherapy in the Western world. We know of the holistic philosophical/ medical theory combined with the profound spiritual devotion that informed it. We know of thousands of miraculous cures through big dreams that the practice facilitated—and does so even today. By taking guidance from this ancient path, all three of us, Stephen, Tom, and I, have brought forth the same healing from within—not only to wounded warriors as in the story we began with but also to many on the precarious battleground of life itself.

As Stephen and Tom demonstrate, we can use these principles and practices today to restore holistic healing and attain life-shaping, life-changing big dreams that foster profound transformation. In this new introduction to a very old science, the coauthors relay something like this: Dreams are not only Freud’s “royal road” to the (personal) unconscious, but they also truly reveal who we are and help us to see how psyche and cosmos are structured—and related. They reveal truths about our personal past and directions for growth in the present. However, they also reveal future needs, events, and intentions. They awaken our creativity and lead to discoveries in every field of human endeavor (see chapter 9, “The Cauldron of Inexhaustible Gifts”). They see deeply behind, into, and ahead of us. They connect us to the Earth, the Ages, and the Divine. They connect us to all of humanity and the cosmos itself. In the dream we participate in self and cosmic unfolding, revelation, and re-creation.

Stephen and Tom tell us to love our dreams; play with them; embrace them; tell their stories; act them out; write poems from them; draw them; record them; journal them; dance them; share them; value them as essential messages and actions of the soul. They connect them to the dreams of others in our community, all over the planet, and to the dreams of the ages. In the dreamworld we are always connected, never alone, and never without guidance. Learn again what Erich Fromm once called “the forgotten language” as Stephen and Tom have done in a lifetime of wise and loving study.

With Stephen Larsen and Thomas Verner’s guidance, and with the wisdom and dreams of the ages inspiring you, the dreams you dream will never be “only a dream.” Do as The Transformational Power of Dreaming teaches us to do—believe in your dreams and allow them to bring you closer to the ultimate realities we all share.

EDWARD TICK, PH.D., cofounder and executive director of the humanitarian organization Soldier’s Heart in Troy, New York, is an internationally recognized transformational healer, psychotherapist, writer, and educator. He specializes in using psychospiritual, cross-cultural, and international reconciliation practices to bring hope and healing to veterans, communities, and nations recovering from the trauma of war and violence. He is the author of five books, including the groundbreaking War and the Soul: Healing Our Nation’s Veterans from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. His newest book is Warrior’s Return: Restoring the Soul After War.



INTRODUCTION

Big Dreams, Little Dreams

This book is the outcome of years of dreamwork and research by the authors, who have also been friends for more than forty years. Stephen Larsen and Thomas Verner have both served as university psychology professors as well as practicing psychotherapists. But more important than any academic standing, they feel, is their mutual love of dreams. Each has recorded more than fifty years’ worth of dream journals and thousands of personal dreams, as well as the analytic dreamwork they have done on these dreams.

Both Stephen and Tom have used dreams as a source of creative inspiration for books, festivals, music, and yes—magic! Tom is a practicing and stage magician who founded the philanthropic organization Magicians without Borders, which works with children in refugee camps all over the world. Stephen, with his wife, Robin, began the not-for-profit Center for Symbolic Studies in the Hudson River valley of New York. Focusing on the study of myth, dream, and creativity, the center works with budding young cultural creatives—sometimes also called “youth at risk.”

Stephen and Tom have apprenticed to some of the great dream-teachers and mythological scholars of our time. Both have studied with Stanley Krippner and Ira Progoff. Tom has also studied with Robert Bly, Renee Nell, and James Hillman; Stephen with Joseph Campbell, Stanislav Grof, and Jungian training analyst Edward Christopher Whitmont. In this book they recount what it was like to learn from these influential twentieth-century thinkers and writers. Is there such a thing as a lineage of myth and dream? If so, this book offers to bring this living tradition out of the twentieth century and into the new millennium.

We begin the book with the ancient dreamers of prehistory, moving into the oldest records that we have (chapter 1, “Ancient Dreaming”). This chapter discusses shamanism and then moves on to the topic of Greek dream incubation and a discussion of the first modern dream interpreters (who lived more than a thousand years ago). Chapter 2, “The Dreaming Brain,” shows how inseparable the lore of yoga is from modern dream research. This chapter details how dreams both depend upon and yet reach far beyond the brain and its states. Chapter 3, “Remembering Our Dreams,” moves to the practical concerns of a reader who might wish to become a dream apprentice: How do we remember, and begin, in a systematic way, to work with our dreams? Chapter 4, “What Makes for a Big Dream?” takes up the intriguing notion of the big dream and moves into a discussion of how dream and myth are related in the timeless world of the archetypal imagination. In chapter 5, “Standing Naked Before the Dream,” Stephen tells of his early encounters with Jungian psychology and those formidable pioneers Joseph Campbell and Edward C. Whitmont. (The appendix, “The Dream Portal Method,” outlines the elegant dreamwork method Stephen learned from Whitmont.) The first half of the book concludes with Tom’s equally magical story found in the book’s sixth chapter, “Archaeologist of the Morning, a Digger of First Things.”

The last six chapters of the book help remind us how dreams unite us with each other as well as with the past and future dreamers of all time.

Although the science of materialism has dismissed prophecy and extrasensory perception as quaint and outdated, in chapter 7, “Precognition, Telepathy, and Synchronicity in Dreams,” the authors take exception to this reductionist thinking. We feel we have help; the timeless magic of dreaming itself shows us a world far larger than our own historically bound notions. Chapter 8, “Dream Incubation,” shows that this time-honored practice (of dream incubation) lives on in the present time and articulates how it can bring healing and inspiration to the wounded warriors of our current world, as traumatic in its own way as that of the ancient Greeks. Chapter 9, “The Cauldron of Inexhaustible Gifts,” recites the inspiring history of how dreaming, time and again, has gifted our world. Great contributions in literature, music, and art, as well as scientific discovery, have been birthed by the alchemical cauldron of dreaming. Chapter 10, “Dreaming While Awake, Waking in the Dream,” explores the intriguing notion first introduced in chapter 2: how dreams and waking life interpenetrate each other. What is a waking dream? While awake, can we use the mythic imagination to fathom the mysteries of the night? And how can the will and clarity of our waking mind make the hero’s journey into the mythic realm of the dream?

Chapter 11, “Dreams and the Poetic Imagination,” reveals how the timeless beauty and metaphor of poetry is woven deep into the fabric of our dreams and may help us to understand that dream interpretation is an art perhaps more than a science. This is Tom’s chapter—with excursions into poetry from Stephen and Robin’s dream groups. What is the mythopoetic imagination, and how does it help our lives become more profound, meaningful, and beautiful? With the epilogue, “What Dreams May Come,” we close our study, as we glimpse that sleep, dreams, and death have always been the brothers Greek mythology has held them to be. Is there an immortality waiting hidden behind our inescapable mortality, and how do dreams themselves regard this transition called dying?


Our Collaborative Process
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In the Words of Coauthor Stephen Larsen

As Tom and I worked on this book together, more than three hundred miles apart, time and space dissolved, and something amazing began to happen: We who thought we were, perhaps, “old hands” in the business, found ourselves beginners contemplating a process at least as old as humanity and yet as fresh as the dawning of each new day. Again and again, we found ourselves apprentices to an age-old wisdom that surprised us with its novelty and creativity. Not a little humor accompanied the process. I (Stephen), woke up one day with what seemed like an inner reprimand: “You’re asleep on the job!” Immediately following came: “Get it?” I laughed out loud as I “got” that my current, most important job was to keep moving seamlessly through sleep, dreams, and waking!

I called Tom in Vermont, in the predawn light as has been our custom, and after sharing this incident with him we laughed together. “We cannot predict the next mythology,” said Joseph Campbell, “any more than you can predict tonight’s dream.”1 Dreams always catch us by surprise, and if we are awake to their meanings, they carry us to brand-new questions to live out—and dream about again!

Here at the start of our collaborative endeavor that we now wish to share with you, the reader, we would like to expunge one phrase from the common vocabulary: the dismissive “just a dream” that makes this timeless gift that has graced the lives of our ancestors, ourselves, and our children seem a distraction from the very real business of living. We hope to show that it is anything but, for the fine art of dreaming may be compared to a magic crystal ball that lets us peer in to the mystery of our own becoming and of who we really are. We hope, in the pages that follow, to show you how very true this is!





Part One

Dreams, Past and Present, Open Us to Meaning and Healing




1

Ancient Dreaming

The Many Faces of Morpheus

We don’t know what Lucy dreamed. That is to say, our ancestress, who lived probably three million years ago, walked upright during the day, like we do, and probably lay down at night, as we do. And no doubt she dreamed, as do all mammalian organisms. What we do know is that her children and grandchildren survived, and her great-great-grandchildren, to the extent of thousands of generations, survived. We ourselves are the manifest outcome of this process (and thanks to the Human Genome Project*1 we all know from whence we came and how very long this walk has been going on!). So although we don’t know what Lucy dreamed, according to neurobiology, we know that our species has likely been dreaming for at least three million years!

From the archaeological records we have and the examination of contemporary shamanic societies, we are led to believe that most pre-literate people valued their dreams and visions far more than we do, as most precious gifts—gifts from the universe. We know that they dreamed, but we have no idea when they began to share their dreams or deliberately use them to solve problems. As best we understand, they didn’t really have much else in the way of resources. Something allowed those many generations to survive: larger brains, opposable thumbs, the use of tools, social bonding, an astonishing creativity? None of these attributes may be discounted, but neither can we, in our dream-impoverished and dream-denigrating society, omit that their rich dream life and appreciation of same may have tipped the balance in helping the naked, relatively helpless creatures survive. By the end of this book, if we the authors have done our job well, you will have little doubt that dreams are one of humankind’s most valuable allies.

Preliterate societies, as we know, left imagery behind. Some of it, probably thirty thousand years old, is depicted in Cave of Forgotten Dreams (Werner Herzog’s award-winning documentary film featuring the Chauvet Cave in France).1 Similar imagery may also be found at other sites such as Lascaux and Les Troix Freres in the Dordogne region in France and Altamira in Spain (they are twenty thousand years and older). Uluru, also called Ayers Rock, a treasure trove of pictographs in central Australia, is unquestionably ancient. Aboriginal scholar Robert Lawlor, in his comprehensive book Voices of the First Day, says Aboriginal lore of the dreamtime (alcheringa) is much older than that associated with the aforementioned European sites—perhaps as old as 60,000 BCE.2 All of these vestiges are prehistoric, and no language, of course, was written down; but the pictorial evidence is breathtakingly clear: these artist-magicians were as intelligent as modern Homo sapiens sapiens—or at least their right hemispheres were!

Some of the earliest representations of human figures from the European sites seem to suggest shamans in trance, or feature them dancing or impersonating animals. Furthermore, all the evidence comes from deep and relatively inaccessible caves, which is not only why they are preserved but also, as Joseph Campbell says, why these were locations for magic and visionary activity, not dwellings, by any stretch of the imagination.3

In addition to the relatively scarce pictograms and paintings from the ancient past, we have a few statues and ritual objects. (That we have so few is in large part attributable to the fact that most shamanic artifacts were made of perishable and fragile materials such as feathers, fur, wood, and bark.) More enduring are the Neolithic remnants studied and interpreted by meticulous scholar Marija Gimbutas in her books Goddesses and Gods of Ancient Europe and The Language of the Goddess. At the end of his long and distinguished career, Joseph Campbell would say that if he had studied Gimbutas’s work before he wrote The Hero with a Thousand Faces and the monumental four-volume The Masks of God (Gimbutas’s work wasn’t yet available) he would have written quite differently about the mythological beginnings of civilization. “Caves and tombs,” says Gimbutas, “are interchangeable with womb, egg and uterus symbolism.” As we will see, in the ancient tradition of dream incubation (chapter 8) this is a symbolic reminder of how humans have always sought dreams and regeneration in caves—the womb of the Earth.4
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Fig. 1.1. Lascaux cave imagery of aurochs, horses, and deer (photo credit: Prof. Saxx)

Thus is our early history shamanic as well as iconic.

To learn more about the practices of ancient shamanism and how dreaming may have played a role in them, many scholars of shamanism, beginning with the great Mircea Eliade, are comfortable with extrapolations from contemporary shamanic societies, which include remote Siberian or Inuit tribes, peoples from the jungles of South America, African tribals, and Australian Aboriginals.5 We think that ancient shamans must have performed similar techniques to these “remnant” traditions: drumming or trance-dancing to induce altered states; visionary journeys to the underworld, including soul retrieval; bargaining with the spiritual realm; and/or invoking magical spells and incantations to change the weather or even the future outcome of events. The modern shamanic peoples also told their interlocutors—from the Jesuit priests of New York state who interviewed the Iroquois in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, to the countless anthropologists interviewing indigenous people all over the globe—that their dreaming was important to their shamanic practice. However, even with these modern instances we have no direct knowledge of precisely how our ancestors used their dreams. What we do have is an undeniable understanding that dream lore and mythology emerge from a common source in the human mythic imagination. To paraphrase Joseph Campbell, “A dream is a private myth, a myth, a public dream.”6


Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Greek Dreaming

Literate history is only, perhaps, five thousand years old. From the ancient Near East we have cuneiform, hieroglyphics, Chinese ideograms, and more recently, Proto-Indo-European, Sanskrit, Hebrew, and the Greco-Roman alphabets. As we enter the era of recorded history, with its written records of Mesopotamia (and/or those records figured in hieroglyphs), we find that dream lore is inextricably woven with magic, the lore of gods and goddesses, and with demonology. As cultural historians have long pointed out, the more tenuous our knowledge of “how things work,” the more the mythic imagination fills the landscape with the wondrous and the strange—and definitely the fearful. In Sumerian and Babylonian myth and magic, for example, dreams may not only foretell the future, but they also may give specific knowledge of what demons might be involved in a particular situation. Babylonian demonology and the spells needed to avert disaster or countervail demonic action are elaborate, and sordidly and vividly spelled out.

Perhaps the earliest recorded dream is from Mesopotamia. It is called “the dream of Dumuzi” (Tammuz) and involves Dumuzi’s sister Geshtin-anna (Inanna). The dream is interwoven with the story of the descent of Inanna to the underworld (1900–1600 BCE).7 With it we see an early intimation of the connection of dreams with death, the underworld, and rebirth. (Interestingly enough, Inanna herself was also reputed to be a skilled dream interpretress.)

Egyptian dream lore involves the soul-journeying of the Ka and the Ba (integral spiritual parts of the soul) and the encounters with mythological entities associated with the underworld, such as Anubis, Isis, and Osiris.

One of the earliest examples of dream lore in the world is a papyrus from the Egyptian Dream Book dating from the reign of Rameses II from 1279–1213 BCE (see color insert, plate 1). It states the following: “Example: ‘If a man sees himself in a dream looking out of a window, good; it means the hearing of his cry.’”8 On the papyrus the good dreams are listed first, followed by the bad ones written in red (believed to be the color of bad omens).

Approximately 108 dreams, which describe 78 activities and emotions, are recorded in the Egyptian Dream Book. These activities may be said to be things commonly undertaken by the average person. Most of these activities deal with some form of sight or seeing. The second largest category deals with eating and drinking, and a few more deal with receiving and copulating.

The cult of Serapis, a syncretic deity combining Osiris and Apis, began under Ptolemy II in the third century BCE. Sleeping in the temple of Serapis was said to bestow important or big dreams. The cult lasted almost seven centuries, until the great Serapeum in Alexandria was destroyed by a Christian mob led by the patriarch Theophilus (389 CE), who wished to destroy all remnants of the pagan gods. 9

A Greek named Zoilos dreamed several times of Serapis and petitioned the royal treasurer under Ptolemy that he must bring a statue of him to Alexandria. Misfortune bedeviled the ruler until he obeyed the dream (and the god who apparently wished to be worshipped).
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Fig. 1.2. Serapis, the god of big dreams, was imported
by Ptolemy to Alexandria in the third century BCE.
(photo credit: Marie-Lan Nguyen, 2006)




Dream Incubation: Laying Down in a Lair Like an Animal

The tradition of cave occupation for the pursuit of shamanic practices, dreaming, and mythology enters Western history through the same area of Anatolia (present-day Turkey) that Marija Gimbutas believed was so important to the (Neolithic) goddess cult. From the ancient cities of Phocaea and Miletus the cult spread throughout the Panhellenic world, as far west as Velia in modern Italy, and even to Marseilles in France. We are talking about a truly Western mystical tradition with ancient roots; it is the equivalent of the better-known Eastern wisdom traditions from India or China.
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Fig. 1.3. Pediment of dedication to the iatromantis, a place sacred to the
iatromantis tradition (shamanic healing with dreams), in Velia, Italy,
which was founded circa 538–535 BCE.

In his fascinating study In the Dark Places of Wisdom, scholar of ancient philosophy Peter Kingsley shows how, with just a few written clues engraved on marble blocks or the pediments of statuary, elements from the preliterate shamanic world of dreaming gave birth to overlooked, archaic features of Greek civilization, including the Eleusinian Mysteries and dream incubation.10 It is one thing to go to sleep every night, willy-nilly, as we all do. It is something entirely different, as Kingsley suggests, to sleep in a cave or a sacred place that is dedicated to a goddess or a hero, ritualistically, consciously going into the unconscious with a purpose. This is the incubation principle—or the vision quest, as it has clearly been practiced since the dawn of time.

The modern world of depth psychology, especially after Carl Jung and Karl Kerényi, associates dream incubation mainly with the fifteen-hundred-year-old cult of Asclepius (roughly 1000 BCE–500 CE). There are references to Asclepius throughout Greek history but famously in the Trojan War of 1200 BCE, wherein the two sons of Asclepius—Machaon (the first battlefield surgeon) and Podalirius (the first mental health worker to treat PTSD)—are mentioned. Asclepius also appears in Socrates’ death scene, where he asks Crito to dedicate a cock to Asclepius.11
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Fig. 1.4. Statue of Asclepius exhibited in the Museum of Epidaurus Theatre (photo credit: Michael F. Mehnert)

Kingsley postulates even more ancient roots to the incubation tradition, showing how shamanic elements widely permeate less well-understood aspects of Greek mythology through the cult of Apollo. Often perceived to be merely a solar deity, Apollo’s roots are much more chthonic. In Anatolia, Apollo Oulious was known as “deadly, destructive, and cruel,” but also, paradoxically, “he who makes whole.” “That, in a word,” says Kingsley, “is Apollo—the destroyer who heals, the healer who destroys.”12 Thus we have the archaic shamanic idea of death and dismemberment as the other side of healing.

Kingsley traces the words related to Apollo and his initiates through ancient inscriptions, from Asia Minor to southern Italy (also the later extended geography of the Asclepius shrines). When people faced enormous problems that were related to their very survival, they went and lay down in the darkness, in a cave, in the manner of hibernating animals in their lair, to await a transformative dream. One of the words Kingsley traces from Anatolia to Velia in Italy is Pholarkos, which means “Lord of the Lair.” This chthonic mythology is also connected, as Gimbutas would have predicted from the Neolithic evidence, with the Goddess and the idea of the cave as a second womb in which the initiate may be spiritually reborn, achieving the “stillness” associated with the Pythagorean initiates, also called hesychia.

Not surprisingly, the goddess named in the incubation lore is Persephone, goddess of the underworld and consort of Hades, its ruling deity. In her role as Kore, Persephone presided over the Eleusinian Mysteries and the spiritual rebirth vouchsafed to the initiates.

The later association of Apollo primarily to the sun forgets the mythology of where the Sun goes on his nightly journey when he is down. Thus we are connected back to the pre-Olympian mythology of Morpheus and his brothers and their cave on the Western Sea, facing the sunset, darkness, and shadow. The myth is inescapably anthropomorphic: When the bright sun of our conscious awareness dims and sinks, we are in the realm where sleep and death, dream, nightmare, and illusion prevail. We ourselves rise and fall with the sun. Thus the association of the death and rebirth of the hero and his night-sea journey, so fascinatingly explored by Leo Frobenius (the German culture morphologist and ethnographer who had such a powerful influence on Joseph Campbell).

The archaeological findings revealed two words in ancient Greek: Pholarkos, which again, means “Lord of the Lair,” and Iatromantis, which means “Diviner, who heals by dreams.” However, these were not just ordinary dreams; they were big dreams. We will encounter a number of these big dreams in the ensuing chapters of this book and glimpse how they may set the tone of a lifetime, heal us from a wound or crisis, or introduce an unexpected metanoia (a change of mind or heart). The pivotal question, really, is whether we live in an indifferent or a “friendly” universe; one that cares for us as a mother cares for her children.

Peter Kingsley writes:

To most people nowadays a dream is nothing, it’s just a dream and that’s that. And yet for people in the ancient world, there were dreams and there were dreams. Some were meaningful, others weren’t; and some could take you into another kind of reality altogether.

If you look at the old accounts of incubation you can still read the amazement as people discovered that the state that they entered continued regardless of whether they were asleep or awake, whether they opened their eyes or shut them. Often you find the mention of a state that’s like being awake but different from being awake, that’s like sleep but not sleep; that’s neither sleep nor waking. It’s not the waking state, it’s not an ordinary dream, it’s not dreamless sleep. It’s something else, something in-between.13

Soon we will explore the yogic turiya state that threads AUM and represents a “fourth” state. In this realm, past, present, and future commingle, and the “doors of perception” are opened, so that we may glimpse creative insights beyond anything we can imagine in more ordinary states.

Kingsley writes of the healing dreams of the iatromantis that “the God of this other state of consciousness was Apollo. In his consciousness, space and time mean nothing. He can see or be anywhere; past and future are as present as the present for us . . . there was a single word in Greek to express this; it meant taken by Apollo . . . the name given to those priests [Iatromantis] of Apollo was ‘skywalker’ . . . a term used as far east as Tibet and Mongolia in just the same way.”14

In another book by Kingsley, titled A Story Waiting to Pierce You, he explores this magical realm (the same one that Alexandra David-Neel explored in Magic and Mystery in Tibet). Its synthesis is otherwise either unknown or ignored in Western scholarship for the most part. This realm is the spiritual “fertile crescent” stretching from Siberia and Mongolia to Greece and Anatolia—even up to Finland and Scandinavia. In those places we find the following residues of shamanism: the soul journey, visits to the underworld or sky world, dismemberment in the service of initiation, and profound states of trance and altered consciousness—particularly Tibetan yoga. The West seems largely ignorant of its own legacy regarding the mysteries of consciousness and its alterations. But we submit that it persists in the Western (specifically Anatolian and Greek) traditions of dream incubation and hesychia (stillness).15

If you will, this world opened by Peter Kingsley is the “missing link” between prehistoric shamanism and the early historical world of the Greek mystery tradition and dream incubation. It is a profound one, especially when we live in a world that “has lost its soul”—at least the soul of dreaming, that is. Carl Jung has pointed out how “modern man in search of a soul” dives rather recklessly into Eastern traditions to find that soul. This is not going to work, he says, because cultures have their own weltanschauung, and their own zeitgeist. We cannot become yogis by wearing robes and chanting, nor can we acquire Zen by being enigmatic and paradoxical. We need to find our own roots.

We believe these are in the tradition of dream incubation and the mysteries. They are the missing link between the archaic worldwide tradition of shamanism and both Eastern and Western traditions. We do better to go back to the roots that are older than either, rather than adopt the latter-day Eastern versions that are derivative themselves—and hence reveal ourselves as pitiful cultural imitators. More will be told about Asclepius and his tradition in chapter 8 on dream incubation (ancient and modern) and how to “seed the unconscious mind.”




Morpheus and His Brothers

In a cave on the Western Sea, facing the region where the sun dives down on its long night journey, are said to dwell the Oneiroi, “the dreaming ones.” Morpheus, the “shape-changer” (and the root of whose name is embedded in the word metamorphosis) is the official god of dreams.

Hesiod’s Theogony, one of the most ancient narratives of the gods and their origins, details the chthonic background of Greek mythology and the tales of the ancient Titans and Demiurges, who long preceded the colorful Olympians whose more familiar doings are woven into all of Western literature. Not so much is memorialized of these deities (or really, principles), because their origin (appropriately) is shrouded in the darkness from which all bright and daylit manifestations emerge.

From primordial Chaos comes Nyx, “night,” and Erebus, “deep shadow.” Nyx is thought to be female and Erebus male, and so from them come children: Somnia and Hypnos (both of which mean “sleep”) and their darker brother, Thanatos (death). Their three sons, in turn, are the Oneiroi, who look out on that Western Sea.16 The darker brothers of Morpheus are Phoebetor, god of nightmares, and Phantastos, god of false and fantastic dreams.

The earliest account of the idea of true versus false dreams in Greek mythology is preserved in the Odyssey, in the musings of Penelope on whether she has dreamed truly or wishfully of the return of her husband, Odysseus (also called Ulysses). Penelope, who has had a dream that seems to signify that Odysseus is about to return, expresses, by a play on words, her conviction that the dream is false. She says:

Stranger, dreams verily are baffling and unclear of meaning, and in no wise do they find fulfillment in all things for men. For two are the gates of shadowy dreams, and one is fashioned of horn and one of ivory. Those dreams that pass through the gate of sawn ivory deceive men, bringing words that find no fulfillment. But those that come forth through the gate of polished horn bring true issues to pass, when any mortal sees them. But in my case it was not from thence, methinks, that my strange dream came.17

The theme of the gates of horn and of ivory, true dreaming versus the illusory kind, is fascinating enough to have been repeated throughout Western literature, from the Aeneid to T. S. Eliot, and even fantasy writer Ursula LeGuin. In his enigmatic and mythic treatise, A Vision, Yeats reports that the informing spirits that come through his wife’s automatic writing say, “We will fool you if we can!”18 (But later in this chapter we meet an early and profound scholar of dreams who takes issue, saying, “There are no false dreams!”)

We have here some basic underlying mythologems that will be found throughout this book, among them the idea that chaos, night, and deep shadow give birth to dreams, nightmares, and illusions. Death (Thanatos) is in the same fraternity. Sleep resembles death, and death, sleep. The body is immobilized, paralyzed, in fact, while dreams are occurring (more on this in the next chapter). Certainly to “fall” into sleep is to relinquish conscious control; in fact, we cannot sleep until we do. Then, as we see in chapter 2, “The Dreaming Brain,” every ninety or so minutes during the night the morphology of brain waves changes and resembles the waking state (“paradoxical sleep,” as it has been called). These periods subside again and the brain drops back into a more “deathlike” sleep state (one that is vital, however, for physiological recuperation).19






In the Words of Coauthor Stephen Larsen

[image: image]

Morpheus Still Alive and Well . . . Well!

My dream student and friend Yiskah, who has a lifelong fascination with dreams, finally met the patron deity himself, in a totally unexpected dream. In fact, “Morpheus” was what the dream itself called the mysterious electrical man who appeared in her dream, but Yiskah had no conscious knowledge of the Greek mythological figure. Despite that, the dream was clearly a big dream, and one that shook her profoundly!

Yiskah called me in excitement and consternation, and we met a couple of nights later to discuss the disturbing dream. Here it is, as she told it.

I am at a beach hotel. A dark-haired guy who is named Morpheus wants to kill a young woman who is there with her dad. At one point, I take her by the hand and we run. We take the open stairway and run upstairs. We open the first door, a bathroom, and she hides in there. The second door on the right is like a laundry room, with a chair, and an afghan [blanket] slung over the side. I go to a corner of the room and pull the afghan blanket over me to hide my body. Morpheus first looks in the bathroom door, but somehow the girl got away. He opens my door twice but doesn’t see me. I wait awhile until I don’t hear anything, then I open the door and follow other vacationers down the hall.

I see a stairway leading to the beach, run down it, and hide in sand under the boardwalk. Further under I go. At the left side, there is Plexiglas. I am planning my escape if I need to run. Then I notice: Morpheus is hunched down beside me! He grabs me! I yell for the people on the beach to help me. They cannot and do not. Morpheus is shocking them with electricity from his fingertips; Morpheus drags me out and pulls me down the beach. He has decided that he likes me.

I say, “No! I’m scared of you!”

Then he starts shocking me (this is why others didn’t help).

I ask him to stop.

He says, “We will make love! We will not touch (at first)—then only touch.” Foreplay; then we have sex. It is ecstatic. Then he wants sex again right by the water on the beach. Now he is talking about throwing me into the waves.

I say, “But I might be carrying your baby.”

He says, “You are! It’s a son! I will figure out when the baby will be born.”

I guess he decides to let me live. He leaves me in a heap at the top of the beach and walks away.

Yiskah, who has always had (as I tell her) a somewhat romanticized relationship with dreaming (emphasizing the light, inspirational, and creative side and trying to avoid the darker, numinous, even dismembering possibilities present in dreaming), here meets the “god” in charge of dreaming himself. Like Dionysus, he presents as the Lord of Sex and Death. He can kill people—even nice, innocent ones, and shock them (he is filled with a numinous energy that has destructive as well as erotic dimensions).

Yiskah acknowledged that since a breakup with her husband several months previously there had been no sex; it was indeed shocking for her that this dark, frightening figure could not only turn her on but actually impregnate her; his powers include fertility (and presumably creativity). He appears in character (as one of the Oneiroi) by the sea (the dark, unfathomable unconscious that contains all kinds of things that could surprise and frighten us—primordial things).

After she’d had the dream, she couldn’t get it out of her mind—the dream was under her skin. Yiskah already has two beautiful sons by two different fathers. One is a charismatic rabbi, the other a music teacher and cultural creative. A wonderful poet as well as educator and dreamer, Yiskah’s own creative life had become stagnant with household and mothering duties. But her demon lover will not allow her to languish; instead he electrifies her and impregnates her. I told her I suspected the child she was carrying was not any kind of earthly child but rather one with “bright fiery wings” as the great artist William Blake and his wife, Catherine, called their books of dreams, drawings, and poems. The dream promises her, in the fullness of time, a renewal of her creativity.

The only reason Yiskah didn’t call this a “nightmare” (Phoebetor), is because we have encouraged members of our dream groups not to use the automatic negative label—which could negate the energy of the dream. Instead we may say, “I had a really amazing, upsetting, and electrifying dream!” The goal is to take the energy out of fear (phobia) and put it into excitement and creativity.

 

THE MYTHIC FAMILY OF NIGHT, SLEEP, DEATH, AND DREAMS

From Erebus (darkness) and Nyx (night) come Somnia and Hypnos (sleep). Hypnos’s three sons are called the Oneiroi (dreams).

THE ONEIROI

MORPHEUS: God of Dreams

PHOEBETOR: Ruler of Nightmares

PHANTASTES: False and confusing dreams

The genealogy of Erebus below details (with both Greek and Latin terms), the mysterious relatives who rule both dreams and mental distortions.

PARENTS OF EREBUS

[1.1] KHAOS (no father) (Hesiod, Theogony, 123; Hyginus, preface)

[2.1] KHRONOS and ANANKE (Orphic Fragment, 54)

OFFSPRING PROTOGENOI (PRIMORDIAL GODS AND GODDESSES)

[1.1] AITHER, HEMERA (by Nyx) (Hesiod, Theogony, 124; Cicero, De Natura Deum, 3.17)

[1.2]AITHER (Aristophanes, Birds, 89)

[1.3] EROS (by Nyx) (Hyginus, preface)

[1.4] AITHER, HEMERA, EROS (by Nyx) (Cicero, De Natura Deorum, 3.17)

OFFSPRING DAIMONES (DIVINE SPIRITS)

[1.1] MOROS (FATUM), GERAS (SENECTUS), THANATOS (MORS), KER (LETUM), SOPHROSYNE (CONTINENTIA), HYPNOS (SOMNUS), ONEIROI (SOMNIA), EROS (AMOR), EPIPHRON, PORPHYRION, EPAPHOS, ERIS (DISCORDIA), OIZYS (MISERIA), HYBRIS (PETULANTIA), NEMESIS, EUPHROSYNE, PHILOTES (AMICITIA), ELEOS (MISERICORDIA), STYX, MOIRAI (PARCAE), HESPERIDES (by Nyx) (Hyginus, preface)

[1.2] EROS (AMOR), DOLOS (DOLUS), DEIMOS (METUS), PONOS (LABOR), NEMESIS (INVIDENTIA), MOROS (FATUM), GERAS (SENECTUS), THANATOS (MORS), KERES (TENEBRAE), OIZYS (MISERIA), MOMOS (QUERELLA), PHILOTES (GRATIA), APATE (FRAUS), ? (OBSTINACIA), THE MOIRAI (PARCAE), THE HESPERIDES, THE ONEIROI (SOMNAI) (by Nyx) (Cicero, De Natura Deorum, 3.17)

 




I Will Not Let You Go Unless You Bless Me

In the biblical story of Jacob and the angel (Genesis 32:22–31), the antagonist with whom Jacob wrestles through the course of the night is alternatively rendered a man, an angel, or God himself. Jacob is alone on one side of the River Jabbok while his family and entourage are on the other side. The wrestling goes on all night—until the dawn, we are told—and neither one prevails. The numinous being touches Jacob in the socket of his hip, puts it out of joint, and thereafter Jacob has a limp.

But Jacob refuses to let go until the being either tells him his name or blesses him. The mysterious being withholds his name, but not the blessing. This becomes a decisive event in Jacob’s journey, because through this legendary event, Jacob, whose other name is Israel, becomes a great patriarch. He, along with Abraham and Isaac, gives his name to his entire people (called thenceforth Israel).

Likewise, in an earlier part of the Greek story, Telemachus, son of Odysseus, must encounter the mysterious semidivine sea being Proteus. Telemachus must wrestle but hold on to this old man of the sea to get him to reveal his oracular secrets—in this case, the fate of the other Greek warriors who are returning (or failing to return) home from the Trojan War. The point is that to receive the gift of the oracle (the blessing), one must hold on to the primal energy while it metamorphoses into a serpent, a panther, a waterfall, or one of many other forms.

Morpheus is in essence the dream itself in its essential being of shape-changer. He is the primordial energy of the living psyche—the cittavritti (as we discuss in the next section). He (she) is by nature dangerous, numinous, the brother of the primordial powers of death (Thanatos), dangerous illusion (Phantastos), nightmare or psychosis (Phoebetor). The accounts of holding on to the energy of the dream and wrestling with the angel until the dawn breaks have several things in common. One is a special mission, a destiny, an anointing, that allows and empowers one to be in this dangerous, sacred encounter. (Jacob is the progenitor, the patriarch of his people who wrestles the primal power to bring a great destiny into being.) Telemachus is destined to inherit his father’s kingdom, blessed by the goddess Athena (who accompanies him in the form of Mentor). He is given the secret to Proteus’s oracular wisdom by the old man’s beautiful daughter Eidothea (literally, “the form of the goddess”). It is she who reveals the secret of how to extract Proteus’s power and his prophecy without being torn apart in the process. From her name, of course, comes the root of eidolon and eidetic imagery that, like Jungian active imagination, can also be used to contact and work with the energy of the dream (more on this in chapter 11).

The other secret seems to be in the holding on (wrestling, holding, keeping mindful of the prize even as one passes through the changing waves of consciousness, and passing from sleep to wakefulness, as we will discuss in the next chapter on the dreaming brain). This is why wisdom traditions, from the incubation practice of the Asclepiae to the dream yoga of Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, identify work with dreams as a true yoga. It is no less demanding and no less rewarding than any other form of sacred mindfulness practice.

My colleague Yiskah’s dream shows the extremely dangerous, possibly even lethal, power of this encounter with Morpheus. Electricity crackles around him and off his fingers. He can kill people. He even seems to fall in love with and can impregnate women (he evidently carries inside him the genetic code required to mate with a human woman). In her dream, as in the ancient Greek myth, his element is the vast and mysterious sea, or the border between the land and the sea; he is under the boardwalk or in the sea cave with his changeable and perilous brethren: death, nightmare, illusion.

As I write these words (at the time of All Hallows’ Eve and Dia de los Muertos, 2015), I realize how they resonate, both in their power and in their peril, with the culture of our time. Teenagers in our community flirt with or are captured by powerful hallucinogenic drugs. The urge to dream while awake or waken in the dream seems irresistible to our (secular, materialistic) culture. As authors and dream guides, our daily business seems to be to help them find their way back—or back and forth—from the shadowlands. One beautiful and talented young woman of fifteen, beclouded with an experimental cocktail of mind-shifting drugs, just took her own life, to the horror not only of her family but also of the entire community. Others demonstrate their addiction to the liminal realm by sneaking into an abandoned mental hospital, ingesting LSD, reading the records of the patients who lived (and perhaps died) there, and then sleeping in its bleak, cluttered hallways in the arms of Phantastos or Phoebetor—to see what dreams may come. It is a curious, dark inversion of classical incubation and a perilous courting of the deity in charge of nightmare. With one particular young patient, the nightmares were not slow to come, for his life fell apart, his college expelled him, and his parents thought, indeed, of placing him in a mental hospital. The same patient courted and received numerous nightly visits from Phoebetor by smoking dope and watching a horror movie every night, with his girlfriend, before going to sleep. (One of his presenting symptoms was frequent nightmares.)

Fortunately he was truthful about confiding these actualities of his life to me (Stephen), his therapist. Through thoughtful, empathic work, we were able to ease and break the spell that the dark brothers of Morpheus had thrown over his sorcerer’s apprentice–like activities. In mutual moments of insight into his family and social life, we were able to recognize that his journey into the heart of darkness began with a flight from meaninglessness, and the fear of a meaningless life, in a shallow, narcissistic culture (our own). A culminating moment came when we discovered a crack between the worlds, literally, and a numinous—and frightening—black dog who passed back and forth through the portal showed himself to the dreamer. I (the therapist) was able to help him identify the dog, big and scary as he was—but with a knowing look in his eye, a possible ally. After he had been befriended, the dog revealed himself as a psychopomp, a helpful guide of souls, and the complexion of the nightmares changed. A more positive attitude dawned, as did a willingness to see the creativity latent in his own flirtation with darkness.

In another dream, a big dream to be sure, the same young man found himself in a Mediterranean landscape, throwing himself off a high precipice above the sea, and somehow turning in to Odysseus as a mythic hero and saving his community. He was not slow to recognize that the dream guides were introducing him to the same timeless journey that Joseph Campbell wrote about in The Hero with a Thousand Faces.

Which world would you rather live in: dream or nightmare? The myths—and the media—tell us that both are present, interpenetrating our schools, our theaters, our airplanes, and the poor, benighted minds of those whose raison d’être seems to be to inflict terror! Both are powerful indeed. They are, after all, the myths tell us, brothers, children of night and deep shadow.

 

In what ways have Morpheus or his brothers “shocked” you? Have you had nightmares as well as dreams? Have you courted realms where ordinary reality trembles, shimmers, and lets in Phantastos (fantasy)? Do you daydream a lot? Do you have desires for mind-altering drugs so reality doesn’t seem so concrete and literal? And what are the upsides (not just downsides) of these activities? Do they open to creativity or alternative ways of visioning your life? Try to find positive as well as negative aspects of them, and think of how you can limit—or draw boundaries around—them.

Keep a dream journal or journal of daydreams that offers to relate to, if not tame, Morpheus and his brothers.

 




The Origins of Yoga and Understanding the Shape-Changer Patanjali

In terms of tracing the origins of spiritual traditions, all of them go back to shamanism: It is the urgrund, the progenitor, whose origins stretch back into prehistory. From it come both the great traditions of the East—Indian yoga and Chinese Taoism (and all their descendants)—and the traditions of the West, which we are now identifying with Greek dream incubation, the cult of the hero (and his descent to the underworld), the hesychia of Eastern Orthodoxy, and the contemplative exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola.

Because we are following a time line from the ancient past forward, we move now to a not-so-well-understood aspect of yoga tradition, close to its origins, but one that flavors and offers to enrich the Western traditions, answering some vital questions. Included in those questions are these: What is human consciousness? What are its modifications? Why are they important to us?

(Forgive us for saying what this aspect yoga is not: It is not about simple flexibility, nor weight loss, nor a chic lifestyle! It is something quite different!)

The great progenitor Patanjali (who was writing around 400 CE) put it in a deceptively simple phrase: “Yoga is the intentional stopping of the involuntary movements of the mind substance.”20 There are so many assumptions in this phrase that elude classical Western philosophy that it’s astounding! What? There is something called “a mind substance” (a classical translation of the Sanskrit word cittavritti)? And it moves involuntarily? (Why the very idea! Humph!) But all you have to do is sit down for twenty minutes and try to meditate, or for that matter engage in any serious mindfulness practice, to find how very true it is! The mind moves ceaselessly by itself.

We will penetrate this last idea more specifically in the next chapter, on dreaming and the brain, but the idea we want to bring forward here is that, simply, the human mind is a living thing. Yoga, and all its descendants in the sometimes bewildering variety of Hindu and Buddhist disciplines, all aim at this core truth. The corollary is that the mind in its involuntary movements is an amazing generator of illusions and illusory thinking. Only when it is held still for many minutes, hours, days, months, and years do we begin to glimpse the truth, that even when awake, we are dreaming. The undisciplined mind searching for the clarity of enlightenment is portrayed in the image of trying to see the moon in a surface of turbulent waters.

A simple map of this model of consciousness is given in the Sanskrit syllable AUM (see the box 
below) in the venerable Mandukya Upanishad.*2A stands for the realm of waking consciousness, wherein the (illusion-prone) mind seeks to grapple with the exigencies of time and space (the outer world). U stands for the realm of self-luminous forms, really the world of dreams. It is called “self-luminous” because we don’t need a flashlight to see our dreams (they glow in the dark and move by themselves through shifting scenes and with unexpected casts of characters that are human, animal—even angels and aliens). The denizens of the dreamworld walk and talk, swim and fly, and morph unexpectedly. This is, of course, what our mythic imagination does when not otherwise employed in grappling with the outer world. (Imagination and perception are not so far apart, after all.) The dream yogas in all the Eastern spiritual disciplines ascend toward the heights (literally) in the form of Tibetan Buddhist dream practices, which are highly developed and nuanced, probably emerging from the exquisitely trained imaginations of practitioners who meditate on tankas—with their depictions of the multiple realms among which humans live.

Tankas, with their special enclosure in a mandalic circle, are symbolic representations of the intentional stopping of the involuntary movements of the mind-substance. There they are, frozen in place, the earthly mountains and temples and people, the demons (yakshas and rakshasas) and the sublime dakinis, meditating arahats and avatars, exquisitely affixed in place for our contemplation. Of course they may seem dreamlike—they are based, if you will, on congealed dreams. Coauthor Stephen can vouch for the vividness and luminosity of dreaming at high altitudes—say, above twelve thousand feet. These dreams, especially if you meditate during the day, are of a luminous quality seldom experienced in the lowlands. Dream yoga is an intimate and potent part of all the Vajrayana (Tibetan Buddhist) traditions.

The last letter of AUM is M, which the Upanishad says corresponds to deep sleep, in which it is cheerfully affirmed that we all are one with the universe, in “cosmic consciousness”—only unfortunately we are deeply unconscious! So in a circadian cycle, we visit all of the possible permutations of consciousness, from waking through dreaming into deep immersion in the sleep state and then back to waking again—in a twenty-four-hour period. A healthy human being may not omit any of these stages. If we lack deep sleep, we get increasingly exhausted and ill—even to the point of death. If we lack dreams, we become anxious, restless, and highly anxious (as psychologist William Dement showed in controlled experiments in dream deprivation during the 1950s). And if we lack a dynamic and engaged outer life we grow stir-crazy, or share the fate of those in solitary confinement. We seem to need all the states of consciousness, cycling regularly in a twenty-fourhour (circadian) period.

 

THE STAGES OF AUM
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A = Waking (Aristotelian) consciousness

U = Dream, or self-luminous forms

M = Deep sleep (an unconscious “cosmic consciousness”) The turiya, the thread that sutures them all together!

 

Last but definitely not least is the turiya, the thread that sutures them all together. This thread is only as strong as the practice of the yogi who does it, maintaining a thread of conscious awareness and intention through each of the three daily realms we visit. In our Western journeying, lacking the ability to meditate twenty-four hours a day as people may do in ashrams or Zendos, several aids exist to help the seeker on their spiritual path. They are spelled out in subsequent chapters of this book and include the gift of biofeedback/ neurofeedback, where we are trained to keep attention present through the metamorphoses (brain waves) of the mind (chapter 2). Also explored are lucid dreaming—not so different from the Tibetan practices—in which we wake up a little in the dream and exert waking prerogatives (chapter 9); active imagination or guided affective imagery, where we let the spontaneity of the cittavritti take over for a little while and “mind” the results (chapter 10). Also the use of dreaming for creativity is explored (chapters 9 and 11). Here we see that to utilize this perennial technique we must formulate or work on a problem, see what dreams may come, and then apply the symbolic or metaphoric information that the unconscious produces—back and forth in a cycle of perspiration, inspiration, and perspiration again.

In chapter 7 we also explore why dreams are truly magical and revelatory and how they have a secret connection with our waking world that never crosses our consciousness—and often bypasses our intention, as when we dream of a disaster or the death of a loved one, which we would rather not think about! In this section, we revisit some stories deliberately left out of this chapter to see how the ancients were in many ways more advanced than we who think of ourselves as, well, advanced. In this chapter we also explore the literalistic myth or fundamentalism that keeps us trapped and prevents us from opening our minds to the incredible possibilities present in dreamwork.
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Try holding your mind still for just three minutes at a time. Be honest and see if it wanders—make jottings in a meditator’s notebook. Gradually expand the three minutes to five, to ten, to twenty—if you can! Believe that the more you practice, the quieter your mind can become—then let it take a little excursion, fantasy, do whatever it wants. See if you can detect a commonality between dream, daydream, and deep fantasy. When do you crave to let your fantasy loose? When might you prefer an empty mind?

See how your mental climate changes between dream or deep sleep, and waking. When in the evening might you prefer fantasy? When an empty mind?

Write about altered states of consciousness in your journal.

The First Modern Dream Interpreter (405 CE)

Then let us deliver ourselves to the interpretation of dreams, men and women, young and old, rich and poor, private citizens and magistrates, inhabitants of the town and the country artisans and orators. . . . Sleep offers itself to all, it is an oracle always ready, and an infallible and silent counsellor; in these mysteries of a new species each is at the same time priest and initiate.

SYNESIUS OF CYRENE, ON DREAMS

The authors would like to acknowledge dream scholar Robert Moss who, in his book A Secret History of Dreaming, initially called our attention to Synesius of Cyrene (circa 373–414 CE). Synesius, in referring to “the mysteries,” was not just being mystical in our modern sense. Since ancient times the rulers of Greece had consulted the Oracle of Delphi; the Roman leaders, the Cumaean Sibyl. Such counsel was not available to everyone, but could be accessed by kings, senators, the nobility, and generals entering war. And mysteries, such as those practiced at Eleusis (the Eleusinian Mysteries) were the most solemn and life-transforming events in which one could participate. Consulting the oracle required elaborate ritual and propitiation. Synesius was announcing a new democracy of the mysteries, by saying, essentially, “You don’t have to be royalty or a military commander; you have the oracle within you!”

Synesius was born circa 373 CE, descended from wealthy parents who traced their origins to ancient Sparta and had estates in what is now Libya in North Africa. He had access to the best classical education of his time. His great enlightenment, in which the eye of his soul was opened and he saw into the deep inner workings of the universe, happened in Alexandria sometime between 400 and 405 CE and while he was under the tutelage of the famed woman philosopher and mathematician Hypatia. (Only after this fertile period was he elevated to the status of bishop of Cyrene and consecrated by the controversial pope Theophilus in 410.) Thus Synesius’s thinking contains three wisdom traditions—Classical Greek literature and mythology, Neoplatonism, and Christianity (which he accepted fairly late in his life)—but goes beyond them all, it seems, in depth and scope of insight.

He begins his treatise On Dreams by noting that Archimedes thought he could move the world with a lever and fulcrum if he were outside of it. But this is the wrong idea, Synesius says. If you wish to know the world, and move it—you must be in it! Why? Because the world is really an indivisible whole in which all the parts are interconnected. Second, all divination is obscure, dreams no less than the pronouncements of the oracle at Delphi. Therefore we should not judge dreams as impenetrable, but it takes a special attention and art to decipher them. Third, the soul contains in itself the images of “becoming”; thus it can be used to read the future or obtain knowledge at a distance. The “animal” he says, presumably our physiological selves, has to learn to read, through the agency of the imagination, knowledge present in the soul, and so it is, by definition, he says “most marvellous and obscure.”22

It is the imagination that leads human beings to understanding. “While awake, he learns from men, while asleep from God . . . to know God by means of the imagination is a higher intuition. . . . Imagination is the sense of senses.” (Put in modern psychological terms, imagination is impossible to dissociate from perception.) And again, “Imagination is the vehicle of the soul.”23 In the following, we see Patanjali’s cittavritti in Synesius’s imagination: “To wholly transcend the imagination is a thing not less beautiful than difficult,” and “This breathing animal, which the wise have called a soul endowed with breath, takes all species of forms and becomes a god, a demon, a phantom, in whom the soul receives the punishment for its faults.”24 (In yoga, the root of mastering the cittavritti lies in the control of breath—pranayama.)

When the soul is “warm and dry,” he says, “it rises toward the heaven realms.” When it is “thick and humid” it is “drawn by its weight toward the lower regions, into the subterranean depths, the abode of the bad spirits.”25 Synesius mentions that life offers us two roads: good dreams come to the person who practices virtue and restraint, whereas bad dreams (Phoebetor) come to those who indulge themselves in greed, or crime, or mischief. He anticipates Freud’s “day residues” but casts the problem in a deeper spiritual context: Daytime concerns give texture and quality to our dreams, and the dreams give the same to waking life (or, as a man is, so he dreams). When the soul loses track of its original nature, in the realm of spirit it is drawn into a romance with matter, which pulls it on a descending spiral of desire and self-forgetfulness as the following words from the Sibyllene oracles indicate.

Do not drag it down into this muddy world,

Into its deep gulfs, its sad and black kingdoms,

Sombre hideous hells, entirely peopled with phantoms.26

(It is hard to tell, at times, whether Synesius sounds more gnostic, or more Buddhist.) With matter comes preoccupation, even obsession with physical things. “It is not a small affair,” he says, “to have to break, sometimes even violently, contracted habits.”27

A professional associate of coauthor Stephen, once addicted to heroin before he found a spiritual path that liberated him, had a dream (a nightmare) that Synesius would have understood.

I go to the house of my friend I used to party with. There are people taking drugs on every floor of the three-story house. There is paraphernalia lying around everywhere: bongs, pipes, needles, crack equipment. You can’t get away from it. I look outside, and the entire house is sitting in a field of poppies. I get really, really scared.

This dream came at a pivotal time in this man’s life. It urged him, in no uncertain terms, to clean up his act. It is hard to say whether it was desperation, inner resolve, or the inescapable in-your-face quality of the dream that brought about his successful metanoia (profound change of mind and heart). Synesius comments, bringing in myth to dream lore: “Without doubt, it is this [freeing oneself from addictions] that is meant by the labours of Herakles, which we read of in the sacred legends, and those combats which other heroes so valiantly sustain. . . .”28

But the heroic soul may bring back the essence of its flirtation with matter and carry it up to the heights. As the Sibylline verses have it:

The flower of matter into the terrestrial abysses

The phantom has its place upon the brilliant summits.29

In a comparable insight, some sixteen hundred years later the fourteenth Dalai Lama wrote to Peter Goullart (quoted by James Hillman): “I call the high and light aspects of my being, ‘spirit’ and the dark and heavy aspects, ‘soul.’ Soul is at home in the deep shaded valleys. Heavy torpid flowers grow there. The rivers flow like warm syrup. They empty into huge oceans of soul. Spirit is a land of high white peaks and glittering, jewel-like lakes and flowers. Life is sparse and sounds travel great distances.”30

And here is the counter for the dissolute or self-indulgent life: “It is necessary to, as much as possible, prevent the blind and disordered movements of our imagination.”31 When the imagination is “thickened, contracted, and dwarfed, to the point of not being able any more to fill the place destined for it by Providence when it formed man (I intend by that, the habitation of the brain), as nature abhors a vacuum, it introduces into us an evil spirit. And what sufferings does this detestable guest bring to us!” (emphasis added)32 Here Synesius captures the next place we will visit in this book: the relationship between dreaming and the brain. Notice that he doesn’t dismiss the brain as irrelevant to the soul or the imagination. Nor does he confuse the two (as does modern science, seeing all mental activity as an epiphenomenon of the physiological brain). But he hints that enslavement to “lower order thinking” brings a condition to the brain in which demons (not daemons in Socrates’ sense) really, evil spirits, occupy us—nature abhorring a vacuum.

It is not hard, as a practicing psychotherapist, to catch glimpses of such demons: We call them “complexes,” or “dissociated instincts.” In dreams, they masquerade as robbers, thugs of all kinds, even vampires or zombies. (Why are we so preoccupied with these mythologems in our “socially enlightened” times?)

For years, kind and talented Yiskah—whom you met earlier through her dream of Morpheus—a dedicated primary schoolteacher, would dream recurrently of violent terrorists taking over the school and killing or torturing the children. (Was this the child nature in her? I wondered, as she brought the dreams to me.) This was an early example of the power of dreams (Morpheus) to shock her. (And he does, as in the dream, also shock lots of other people.) Indeed, all we have to do is open a paper or watch the media to be shocked in this manner. Here we see the ghastly truth that some people may not distinguish between nightmare and ordinary reality and allow their bad dreams to go on rampage in schools, theaters, shopping malls, dragging us all into their nightmare and thus causing very bad things to happen to very good people. (Given that would-be terrorists often nurture their violent fantasies in isolation, do we have some hints for how to listen to and help them cope with their nightmares before they become the nightmares of a whole generation, a whole world? Could dream interpreters in the mental health profession help us head off some terrible things in waking life?)

Synesius waxes very Gnostic, in that he depicts the world as filled with dark forces who will try to drag us down if we reach for the light. And yet the light is whence we come, he insists, woven into our essential natures, and accessible through the daily oracle of dreaming. “It is religious exercise which renders us adept at divination.”33 “Are you in the right condition? God, who holds himself afar comes to you. You have no need to give yourself trouble: He presents himself always during your sleep.” And “External divination demands costly preparations . . . divination by dreams is placed within the reach of all. . . . To practice it there is no need of neglecting any of our occupations, or to rob our business for a single moment . . . no one is advised to quit his work and go to sleep, especially to have dreams.”34

I know of no single expositor of dreams in the past century who has spoken so plainly and clearly to our sadly dream-deprived culture. Very much the classical scholar, Synesius uses Penelope’s dream in the Odyssey, and her doubts about it, to tell us that dreams always speak the truth, only our conscious minds distort its message. “If the Penelope of Homer tells us that two different gates allow the passage of dreams, and that one permits the escape of deceiving dreams, it is because she lacks a correct knowledge of the nature of dreams: better instructed she would have made them all go out of the door of horn . . . If we do not deceive ourselves in our dreams, [italics added] the dream itself is not deceptive.”35

Here Synesius declares against the elaborate cover-ups and deceptions that Freud will postulate as the essential dynamics of dreaming fourteen centuries later. Synesius is closer to Jung or Fromm, who say that the dream is not a cover-up but instead speaks in a language that we have forgotten or don’t take the time to understand. (In this he is very close to the essential message of Edward C. Whitmont, Stephen’s mentor, whom you will meet in a few chapters.)

Remember that while Ulysses (Odysseus) is at the Trojan War for ten years and spends ten years getting home, dissolute suitors from among the local nobility have decided he is long dead and have come to see Penelope and Ulysses’ house and kingdom of Ithaca as a great prize. They are abusing the laws of hospitality by lingering at the house as guests and squandering its substance. They are also plotting to kill Telemachus, Odysseus’s son and the heir apparent, who stands in their way. Penelope is terrified that the dream of her returning husband is mere wish-fulfillment (she is an early Freudian, perhaps). But actually, having survived wars, whirlpools, cannibals, temptresses, Odysseus is finally at her doorstep, but she dares not to allow herself to believe what she hopes for beyond all other hopes.

Penelope dreams of “a majestic eagle, and geese who are scattered. . . .” Synesius interprets (retrospectively) that the suitors are the geese and Ulysses the eagle who will descend upon them. (Indeed, the now centuries-old story has Ulysses pouncing upon the usurping geese and annihilating them!)

Dreams speak the truth, but only the righteous and disciplined mind can receive it. Synesius goes on to talk about the incredible gifts the dream has brought to him. As they had seemed to with the Aboriginals and Zulu hunters, dreams instructed him how to find and catch game animals. When he was sent to a hostile and dangerous court situation in Byzantium dream divination “preserved me from ambushes that certain magicians laid for me, revealed their sorceries, and saved me from all danger.”36 Through his dreaming he was led to favorable audiences with people of power, including the emperor himself, and was able to prevail upon the emperor in obtaining tax relief for his country.

Nearing the end of On Dreams, Synesius then gives a disquisition that should be dear to any writer (including the authors of this book). “As for me, how often dreams have come to my assistance in the composition of my writings! Often they have aided me to put my ideas in order and my style in harmony with my ideas. . . . When I allowed myself to use images and pompous expressions in imitation of the new Attic style, so far removed from the old, a god warned me in my sleep . . . and brought me back to a natural style.”37

Synesius says there is no universal formula for understanding dreams, “on account of the diversity of minds” therefore obviating the need for such things as a valid dream dictionary, or universal interpretive manual, “for there is nothing so variable as the spirit.” He encourages readers (as do the writers of this book) to avoid wasting their time with stock interpretations of images or events in dreams and instead consult one’s own memory and affective associations.

In a visionary conclusion of his wonderful little book, Synesius waxes eloquent. We will let him speak for himself and then lead you into the rest of our book, where we think you will also find many wonders “marvellous to tell!”

In dreams one is a conqueror. We walk, we fly. Imagination lends itself to all. . . . Sometimes we dream that we sleep, that we are dreaming, that we arise, that we shake off sleep, and yet we are asleep. We reflect on the dream we have just had; even that is still a dream, a double dream. We think no more of recent chimeras; we imagine ourselves now awake and we regard the present visions as if they are realities. Thus is produced in our mind a veritable combat; we think that we make an effort for ourselves, that we have driven away the dream, that we are no longer asleep, that we have taken the full possession of our being, and that we have ceased to be the dupe of an illusion.38

This calls to mind the film Inception, where the protagonist, played by Leonardo DiCaprio, works his way through dreams inside dreams inside dreams—as do the other characters—or as Joseph Campbell says of Vishnu’s dream: “The cosmic god dreams a dream in which all the characters dream too!” (emphasis added)39 In whose dream do we live, in whose dream do we dream?

“We perceive the earth from afar, we discover a world which even the moon does not see,” Synesius incants in his conclusion to his immortal book, which should be read by every contemporary schoolchild or college student. “We can talk with the stars, mingle with the invisible company of the gods who rule the universe.”40

Synesius exemplifies the possible human, of his—or any century. There is a democracy of the imagination implicit in everything this fourth-century original thinker writes. Every night you dip into wisdom; you need not be emperor, senator, or philosopher.

Synesius’s identity as a Christian cleric was relatively new to him after his years of Alexandrian studies with the brilliant and charismatic Hypatia, a Neoplatonist and Pythagorean mathematician. But the endorsement of Pope Theophilus, a passionate and opinionated early church father, precipitated him into his prominence in the early church, despite his spiritual universalism. Fortunately he died a couple of years before an aroused Christian mob (not unlike the one that destroyed the Serapeum), inflamed by the fundamentalist Theophilus, ripped Hypatia from her coach and brutally dismembered her. It would have pained him immensely to see the religion of Jesus, the gentle teacher, come to such a pass.


[image: image] Gates of Horn and Ivory Exercise: True Dreams and False Ones

Have your dreams portrayed something you didn’t expect? A friend suddenly seems inimical; an enemy (or so you thought) appears in a friendly light. Your hoped-for love shows up but behaves antagonistically. Someone you overlooked or dismissed suddenly appears as helpful—even miraculous. A daydream reflecting a reality in which you were inadequate—or behaved badly—turns out better than you thought (and then real life confirms the change). Think of the differences between how you originally daydreamed a situation and how it turned out! Are your dreams (daydreams) true or illusory?

Carl Jung made much of the compensatory nature of dreaming. What we thought was a certainty from our ego perspective now appears in a different light. The gates of horn and ivory mythologem seems instructive. Ivory would seem fair, valuable, decorative—but what appears initially attractive may hide its opposite. Horn is plainer, common, undistinguished—but may contain truth or a hidden value. Try to identify how this principle may have worked for you in the past. (Jung tells a story of a woman he had dismissed appearing in a high place in a dream, so he had to look up—and even get a crick in his neck—to see her. He used this as a way of reexamining the value of this person and found his initial impression had been superficial.) See if you can find similar instances in your own biography, or perception. Make a little dream shrine using horn or bone and invite your dreams to arrive through that portal!
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