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Chapter One


Introductions


People have been interpreting dreams in magical and religious ways for a very long time. Probably as long as there have been life forms resembling people with ideas about magic and religion. What other creatures think about dreaming is anyone’s guess, but it is an experience we have in common with other mammals. In some times and places, the dreaming life of humans is treated as important, in others as irrelevant nonsense. Mystical cultures are likely to value dreams more than those that pride themselves in being rational. However, being human and alive is not a wholly rational business, and dreams can have important things to tell us about even the most mundane aspects of existence. Dreams are very much part of life and, if we take them seriously, life changes. This is a book about how to integrate your dreaming into your life, exploring why this is such a valuable thing for a Pagan to do and considering how we might undertake to dream well.


Dream interpretation books abound and have come to dominate modern approaches to dreaming. The very logic of shoehorning meaning into dreams is something I want to question. Tomes written from the interpretation perspective will encourage you to pick static symbols out of your innately fluid dreams, and turn those symbols into a standard set of meanings, as defined for you by the book. ‘Cranes flying east means bad news for business,’ I recall reading, somewhere online. Such writing assumes that dreams are a universal language for which we simply need the right dictionary. We are to understand that the dream interpretation book is the right dictionary, and to trust it. There are thousands of them out there and they do not agree on much. Rather than opening us to the potential inspiration and insight of our dreams, such narrow approaches to dream interpretation can have the effect of making dreams seem more tame, banal and predictable than they really are. If we start with dictionaries of dream meanings, we can lose a great deal of the magic and wonder, and will be much poorer as a consequence.


Rather than giving us insight, the usual dream interpretation guides more usually offer cheap, disposable, meaningless noise. ‘Today a man will lose his hat.’ It is not unlike the ubiquitous drivel of newspaper horoscopes; so generalised as to be meaningless. While I do think that dreams can be interpreted in useful ways, I do not believe that there is a universal symbolic language with which to unlock this. I also believe there is much more to dreaming than merely pulling a few ‘meanings’ out at the end. As a consequence, while I will be exploring dream interpretation, it’s not the only aspect of this book, and there are no handy x=y pages for quick answers to dream experiences.


This is a dream book like no other. It draws heavily on what I’ve learned from poking about as an enthusiastic amateur in the science of dreaming, psychology, and counselling theories alongside many years of observation and contemplation. Mixed with this are the insights that come from years of Pagan practice, which inspires me to recognise dreams as a spiritual phenomenon as well as a psychological one. As a consequence, this book will not give you glib answers about ‘what your dreams mean’ but will help you to consider your own dreams and make sense of them on your own terms. What I offer is an exploration of dreaming as an experience that can lead and inspire us spiritually.


It can be tempting to see dreams as purely something happening in the mind, or equally to hive them off as spiritual experiences totally separate from our waking lives. My understanding is that dreams can also be deeply rooted in our biology. The more pressing our physical issues are, the more likely they are to inform our dreams. In dreaming, body and soul remain intertwined.


For those who see dreams as innately irrational, the strange, reality defying illogic of them can seem to be little more than foolish and whimsical distractions from the important business of life. This is not my experience at all. Having worked with dreams for many years, I find them to be very much involved with our waking lives. Often dreams are (admittedly distorted) mirrors we hold up to reflect on our waking experiences, fears and desires. We use our dreams to make sense of life. Thus how we sleep and how we dream has a direct relationship with how we experience waking life, both reflecting and informing it, even if we aren’t conscious of that process. It is part of our life experience, and as valid as any other. At the same time I do not believe in getting over-enthusiastic about pulling out mystical messages from dreaming, although I think these too are present.


In the coming chapters, I will explore the dream as a pragmatic, bodily thing, as a psychological phenomenon and as a spiritual experience – these three aspects not being in any way at odds with each other from a Pagan perspective. As naturebased spirituality, Paganism invites us to root our beliefs firmly in the material world, and in personal experience. Dreaming is a very natural activity, bringing together mind, body and soul in powerful juxtapositions. We can reflect on the very real messages dreaming brings us about our lives and feelings. We may also find powerful spiritual experiences either through our experience of the physical, or in more mystical ways. I offer tools here for integrating your dreaming experience into your spiritual practice, and for using dreams to discover yourself as both a physical and a spiritual person.


True dreamwork is not about decoding symbolism or predicting the future. That whole approach is more akin to puzzles and games, more like solving a cryptic crossword rather than an experience that is essentially soulful. Dreamwork is a process of working with our dreams to explore self and soul; learning, growing, deepening our awareness, expressing ourselves, finding inspiration, seeking the numinous and becoming more open to all that is.


Dreams have the power to give us tremendous insights, but only if we meet them on their own terms and put the reductive dream dictionaries to one side. Only when we let go of the idea of dreams purely as divination or irrelevant oddities, can we begin to explore their full spiritual potential.


My own background is in Druidry, but spiritual dreaming is not a uniquely Druidic activity. Shamanic traditions around the world work with dreaming, and the power of dreams features in myths and sacred tales from cultures worldwide. As a part of shared human experience, dreamwork also requires no belief, and is thus available to non-theistic Pagans, and to atheists. For the animist, dream can connect us to spirit. Theists may find reflections of the divine in dreaming. Those who honour their ancestors may meet the departed when they sleep. No matter which path you follow, working with dreams can be a part of that journey.


Interpreting Dreams


Having started by slating conventional dream interpretation, let’s pause and consider the modern history of this line of spiritual and psychological work, and why it tends to crop up in certain forms more than others. The habitual approaches we have to dream interpretation exist for a reason.


In 1913, father of psychology, Sigmund Freud, wrote that psychoanalysts were ‘able to some extent to translate the content of dreams independently of the dreamer’s associations’.1 I suspect this is the seed from which all modern approaches, alternative and mainstream, have since grown. Freud’s influence shaped the development of the aspects of modern psychology/psychoanalysis that deal with the unconscious. While psychology and psychoanalysis have developed many branches and approaches, in the mind-body-spirit community we have largely followed Freud’s lead and accepted the authority of the analyst/priest/author. MBS thinking tends to be influenced by what leaches out into the mainstream from all aspects of human endeavour. However, what this gives us can be fragmentary and piecemeal – such that practices and ideas show up stripped of their source and context, presented instead as ‘truths’. It doesn’t help us that Freud’s writing taps straight into the archetype of Pagan priest as oracle and interpreter of dreams.


However, it’s important to note that later on, in 1925, Freud wrote, ‘Dream interpretation… without reference to the dreamer’s associations would… remain a piece of unscientific virtuosity of the most doubtful value.’ In twelve years, Freud’s thinking had moved on, giving him a more complex, nuanced take on the subject. We are one hundred years on from his first statement, and a lot of other people haven’t caught up to this second idea. As I write this, amazon.com has offered me nearly 2,000 entries for ‘dream dictionary’ and an even more alarming 22,000 entries for ‘dream interpretation’ although I imagine there will be some overlap. The titles and covers claim certainty and authority, as though each little book can tell you exactly what your unique and personal dreams mean. The arrogance of it is a bit of an affront, and the way in which this whole approach misleads and reduces dreaming, really frustrates me.


We know that our ancestors around the world went in for dream interpretation. We can look to the oracle at Delphi and Joseph in the Bible for easy references to the practice. What these give us are further examples of the professional expert, early Freud-style, making proclamations. This is not the entire history of dream interpretation in a nutshell. Furthermore, modern Paganism does not favour the authoritarian expert model. We are our own priests and priestesses, power is distributed and we all want the option of being able to do things for ourselves. Why should we accept the authority of a dream dictionary, when we would not accept the authority of an official priesthood?


There’s an additional issue here that in ancestral cultures, interpreter and dreamer could be assumed to have exactly the same background, history, symbols and beliefs. A shared symbolic language makes it more likely that one person can meaningfully comment on another person’s dreams. A glance at human history will show you that symbols are not universal. The swastika has been both a sun sign and a fascist emblem. Some cultures consider black cats to be good luck signs, others find them unlucky. All symbols are culturally specific in their meanings. So for ancestors who shared culture and symbolism, the priest might well be able to help the dreamer make sense of things. These days it is less likely that any two people will entirely share a symbolic language, making interpretation necessarily a more personal business.


We have a very diverse and fractured culture, exciting in its lack of hegemony, but in which we can no longer make assumptions about shared icons and archetypes. My symbols may well not be your symbols. Thanks to technology, we have access to a wide ranging culture that gives us new stories, imagery, metaphors and concepts on a daily basis as well as access to all of the available mythology and culture of the world. The speed and quantity of material we are exposed to also undermines our scope for having a shared symbolic language. What I read yesterday may inform me, and you have no way of knowing what I tapped into. The dreamer’s associations can therefore be radically different to the ideas an interpreter brings to them. How can we possibly assume the existence of a universal language in this context? Furthermore, with such breadth and richness to draw on for potential symbols, how can a book of a few hundred pages hope to cover all possible symbols and meanings, or deal with the speed at which pop culture icons change?


Culture not only informs our symbols, it also tells us what is important. In materialistic western culture, we might be more motivated to look for insight into our careers and financial prospects, than into the condition of our morals and virtue, for example. This will direct us to pay more attention to some dream details than to others, and probably shape what we dream about in the first place. We are unlikely to dwell on things we truly consider to be irrelevant. Thus we cannot think about dreams without also bringing into consideration our relationship with our culture.


It is worth being cynical and considering that writing dream interpretations is really easy. You can make correlations with anything that takes your fancy, and no one can objectively prove that you are wrong. You might find it amusing and instructing to invent a few dream definitions of your own. Or, take some focus that pertains to the human experience (sex, ambition, frustration, depression) and work out how every dream you can remember having can be made to fit that interpretation. You will find that anything can be made to seem like a symbol of anything you want it to. If you intend to work with symbols, then understanding how innately malleable they are, and how vulnerable to our desires they can be, is really important. Any attempt at working with symbols has to at least try to budget in the impact of human desire – conscious and unconscious. All too often we see what we want, or what we fear may be true, not what is actually before us.


It can be very useful having the support and encouragement of someone who is more experienced, when entering the curious world of our dreams. However, when we hand over the interpretation process to someone else, we reduce our scope for insight and we miss out on much of the opportunity for engaging with our dreams. If you want to be entertained, a dream interpretation book can be amusing, but they do little to enable real spiritual discovery.


We can very easily tap into standard cultural archetypes when discussing dreams, without allowing for personal difference. This again is reductive and often produces misleading results. Parents are only emblems of support and protective nurturing if that was your experience of being a child. For the orphan or the abuse survivor, these archetypal norms do not apply in the same ways, to give one obvious example. Language can inform interpretation – especially around puns and double meanings, which is one of the reasons Freudian interpretations can look a tad odd in the English language. Our dreams are bound to be related to the language(s) we speak, and word play might well affect our choice of symbols. The slang, jargon and subcultures we belong to can all be an issue here, because language is varied according to age, and fragmented by subculture affiliations. Consider how terms of offence are reappropriated and re-used by marginal groups and the ways in which new generations invariably subvert words. When I was young, ‘wicked’ was being re-imagined. ‘Sick’ has recently had the same makeover. We do not all speak the same language.


Mainstream psychology has moved on a long way since Freud, and aspects of that progress also manifest in MBS thinking. Jung, Freud’s student, was publishing on the subject of dreams into the 1960s. He was a lot more interested in context and personal symbolism. Jung is also a key source for ideas around archetypes and the collective unconscious – ideas so widely held and repeated as to seem like established truths. These are ways of considering dreams and ideas – not definite realities in terms of how the mind works. Archetypes can be very useful for thinking about symbols in dreams though, especially when looking at the relationship between personal dream symbolism and cultural heritage.


The idea of the collective unconscious raises some interesting questions about how we understand the brain, the psyche and the dreaming experience. For many people, dreaming is understood as a way of tapping into something shared, a commonality of symbols, meanings and experiences; a sense of collective wisdom or potential. At the most biological level, we have brain structures that were created by evolution, in response to the breeding preferences of and survival pressures on our ancestors. Much of our mental infrastructure is very old, and held in common with other mammals. We could view the biology of the brain and the chemistry of emotion as a form of collective unconscious.


There is a more mystical way of understanding collective unconscious. We may see this as being like a plane of existence, an underpinning layer of reality, a magical dimension. It functions as a repository of knowing, wisdom, experience, archetype and symbol and is, in theory, accessible to all humanity. Envisioned in this way, it is akin to ideas of Akashic records, inherited memory and instinct. If you see all experience as present and available for us to tap into, then this creates a context for understanding what dreams are and how we might use them. It is not an interpretation I favour, but whether it is ‘true’ or not, is beyond me to say.


How we understand dreaming is very much a part of how we understand the nature of reality. Perhaps one of the biggest questions is whether you see the human mind as a discreet and isolated unit – a pre internet computer, or if for you it is just a box capable of receiving signals, and into which the whole wisdom of the world wide web may flow.


Jung also gives us some interesting ways of thinking about symbols. The Freud-style approach so common in dream dictionaries makes one item a sign for some other thing. For Jung, the symbol is complete unto itself, not a symptom or a representation, but a rich and complex form of expression. Most dream books tend to treat symbols as symptoms, as codes to decipher. If you can accept the symbol as a presence in its own right, engaging with it rather than trying to dissect it, whole other ways of thinking and working become available.


We are so used to being sold solutions that come in bottles, or other items that we are readily persuaded that such things are available and will work for us in other aspects of life, too. In our spiritual journeys, what we often need are opportunities to own ourselves and our experiences. When cures are big business, it can be tempting to sell us the idea that we are broken and need fixing, and then to sell us fixes that do not serve. I am appalled by the pathologising of normal experience for the sake of profit. I am equally revolted by the philosophy that everything we get is a consequence of karma or our thinking. I find the idea that misfortune is a consequence of negative thinking an affront. My own philosophy can be distilled down to the most basic premise that ‘shit happens’. By making sense of our experiences, we can at least move on. It’s not a promise of enlightenment, ease or fortune, but on the plus side, it does work!


So, to be clear, you are not going to learn from me how to unlock the secret of your dreams and then gain godlike powers over your destiny. You will not, after reading this book, be able to dependably predict the future, nor to unravel every aspect of your path. Do not expect to release vast hidden potential, magical powers or to solve your every ill. Nothing real works that way.


Most of your dreams will not turn out to be terribly meaningful. However, understanding the mundane dreams does lead to making better sense of your life. Most of your dreams will not be magical, but when you engage with them, they change. Paying attention to dreams is a way of reclaiming the wild, emotional, irrational and often wiser self displaced by the pressures of modern living.


Each dreamer is unique, and the process of discovering and claiming your dream life begins by not abdicating power. No one has the right or the insight to tell you what your dreams mean. Only you can determine that. I will share approaches and ideas, but you remain wholly responsible for the curious business of interpretation, where that turns out to be relevant for you.


Rather than trying to assert universal archetypes and shared meanings, what I think we have to do is seek out our own personal archetypes and examine our own, unconscious and symbolic language. We gain as much, if not more, from learning about our personal symbolism as we do from unravelling dreams. What are the symbols your mind uses to express to you things about your experience? Your dreams will be inspired by your life, family, history, community, culture, religion, nation, landscape, interests and ideas. Making sense of your dreams is very much about getting to know and understand yourself.


I am not a scientist or psychologist. I have not trained as a counsellor or psychoanalyst. I do not write from a place of intellectual authority. I am simply a Druid who has always worked with dreams, and I am sharing what I have. There is no dogma here, just ideas. If what you find on your journey is more than you know how to cope with, then seek out someone who is a professional in handling this kind of crisis. Not someone who will sell you meanings, but someone with the skill and insight to help you make the more difficult steps in your own journey.


What are Dreams?


While for much of human history we have connected dreams to spiritual experience, more recently science has sought to understand them in terms of brain functioning. We know now that the mind shifts through different phases of sleep, where there are different depths of unconsciousness. We know that dreams play a role in learning and memory and are part of the means by which we consolidate our impressions. If this is something that interests you, it’s mainstream psychology and easily explored.


Sleep has a functional role for the body, practically, in enabling healing. The body and brain alike benefit from sleep, and sleep plays a role in recovering from mental illness as well as bodily ailments. Equally, poor sleep or sleep deprivation undermine physical and psychological health. Are dreams just a means to amuse ourselves while we sleep? A movie for the mind, if you will, to help us stay lying down? Are they no more than random noise created by the resting brain, or incidental to brain functions we aren’t conscious of? Like most brain activity, dreams are hard to study. We might be able to observe activity in some part of the brain, but that doesn’t translate smoothly into knowing what it means, or what use it serves. Otherwise we have to use self-reporting, which is notoriously flawed and unreliable.


In terms of the history of human evolution, it’s worth noting that our cultures are very recent. Language, grammar, and archetypes exist in a moment of our history. Even something that seems as universal and timeless as motherhood exists in the form allowed to it by the fleeting cultural context of the moment. There’s a tension between the immediacy of our culture, and the history of our species. We were ‘primitive’ for thousands of years before we created this strange thing: the modern human. Our evolution has not really equipped us to live in the habitat we’ve created. Our historic fight or flight responses don’t work in our offices, for example. Dreaming has been with us far longer than the language we now speak, longer than cars and the internet. Dreaming pre-dates almost everything that we have deliberately constructed. It is a remaining pocket of wilderness holding out against our attempts at civilisation.


When Freud started taking dreams seriously, he was going against a consensus that viewed them as meaningless. The growing paradigm of reason had no place for considering irrational dreaming. Freud described dreams as coming from the unconscious mind, and revealing that which we try to repress. He was looking at the tension between animal self and modern humanity, but from a position that was not pre-disposed to think kindly of our animal nature. Dream analysis began in a context that wanted to tame nature – human and beyond. As Pagans, it is important that we remember this motivation when engaging with dreamwork. The process of interpreting dreams can be one of forcing sense onto them in order to make them coherent. This can have far more to do with the desire to rationalise and civilise, than anything more reasoned, ironically. As Pagans we can accept the wild, the irrational and the chaotic as part of nature, and we can accept that wildness as it manifests within us. Not everything is best understood through dissection.


I do think that repression can be a part of dreaming, but it certainly isn’t the whole story. Repression makes a convenient narrative for rationalising the strangeness of dreams. If there are things we are hiding from ourselves, we can only raise the issues by coming at them indirectly and thus all the strangeness becomes easy to explain and innately less threatening. The glorious madness of our dreaming can be safely explained away, and we can restrict our investigations to some comfortably narrow parameters. What a waste! Rather than ascribing dreams to a part of the self that is more primitive, and by extension, less valuable, we Pagans have the scope to think about this in an entirely different way. Firstly we can reject the notion that ‘primitive’ automatically means ‘inferior’. We are not slaves to the idea of progress. I suggest that what manifests in dreams may be wiser than the waking mind at times. The dreaming mind may be less restricted by the shackles of contemporary preconceptions and more honest about the various problems we all face in life.


I would also argue that the reason dreams are confusing and indirect will have nothing to do with repression most of the time. I think our dreaming mind is something older, pre-dating all this fixed language and a sense of objective reality. The dreaming mind is more flexible, and it speaks the language of symbols; not to hide things, but because this is its native tongue. In our waking lives, we struggle to speak clearly about emotional experience and existential issues. Modern life does not encourage us to think about feelings, or make time for such ponderings. Our dreaming minds have yet to catch up with this industrial, fiercely rational and objective approach we currently take towards living. We will be much the poorer if we do ever make that adaptation.


Our first task is to determine which sort of dreams we have. Are they rationally explicable? Are they full of Freudian repression, white noise or symbolic wisdom? The odds are that we all get a mix of these things. Some dreams will be easier to identify than others, but following sections of the book will explore how these different kinds of dreaming (and others besides) might be experienced.


All we can ever really do with our dreams, is guess. There can be no definite right or wrong answers about what they mean. If we use our dreams for self-aggrandizement, or to justify our shortcomings, we do ourselves no favours. If we interact with our dreams in search of self-knowledge and to enrich our lives, the odds are some good will come of that. As with all things, what you get depends a lot on what you choose to do, and what you choose to make of your experiences.


Personal Dreaming


One of my dominant memories from childhood is the frequency with which I had very vivid dreams, and nightmares. I was always an imaginative creature. There were dream interpretation books in my parents’ bookcases, I knew about Joseph and his Biblical dream interpretation thanks to the musical, and somewhere along the way the idea of religious dream interpretation entered my awareness, too. The idea that dreams could be important, and could tell me something, has been with me for as long as I can remember. As a consequence, I have always paid attention to my dreams, have thought about them and made them a part of my life. Memories of childhood dreams are as vivid to me as memories of things I did when awake.


During my teenage years, I started exploring Paganism, and (largely through Neil Gaiman’s Sandman series of comics) became aware of Morpheus, god of dreams. Later poking around brought me to realise that Morpheus is a complicated figure to say the least. There are no known temples dedicated to him, and no relics, no sacred writing and no artefacts. He crops up in Ovid’s Metamorphosis as one of the Oneiroi – a group of minor deities implicated in dreaming. It is entirely possible that Morpheus is a work of fiction. However, when you’re considering dreams, the lines between fiction and dreaming are especially blurry. The Sandman crept into my head, and has never left.


As a young person, I had no awareness that I was growing up in the kingdom of a Celtic dream god. It was while I was away from Gloucestershire that I became aware of Nodens, and only in the past few years have I come to consider him as part of my sacred landscape. His temple at Lydney (or the remains of it) is not far from where I live, so he has become part of my notion of place, and of ancestry in the land. A local dream god, perhaps the same as Ovid’s, perhaps not. I do not speculate too much about the nature of deity, because it is not mine to know.


I spent a period of my life deeply unhappy with my life experience, my sense of self and options sorely narrowed. During this time, my once-rich dream life gradually reduced down to a tiny handful of banal anxiety dreams. It was a slow process of loss, and it robbed me by degrees of my sense of magic, the joy in my life and swathes of my identity. I’ve always been a creative person. Dreaming, daydreaming and making stuff up are intimately linked, and once that broke down, I was in crisis. I lost my inspiration, my sense of direction and so much else.


In the past four years or so, I’ve worked very deliberately to rebuild my sense of direction and identity. I have rediscovered important things that I knew as a young person, and then lost for a while. I have learned to do through skill and determination what I once did with grace and ease. The rebuilding of my life and the rebuilding of my dreaming have gone hand in hand: the same process, happening in different ways, each side of it enabling the other. Eventually I moved beyond the rebuilding work and, with firmer foundations, started to expand mind and self into new ways of being. I have used prayer, meditation, imagination and rest as healing tools. In turn, my dreams have become wilder, more inspirational experiences that uplift and enable me. It is all circular. It has left me very clear that if life robs you of dreams, it is essential to resist this, to escape, and to defend the self. What do we have, if we do not have our dreams?


While my experiences colour my writing, my Druidry has instilled in me a desire to avoid dogma. That something may be true and meaningful for me, does not, to my mind, imply that it must therefore be true for everyone. While I have brought a great deal of my broader experiences into the writing of this book, I have not shared much detail about my personal, spiritual experience. This is a very deliberate choice. There are some things that are too private to share and for me, the exact manifestations of spiritual experience are very much in that category. I have no desire to impress you with tales of my experiences. You do not need to know, and knowing might hamper you, because your path might be very different from mine. Your feelings and beliefs will shape and colour your experiences.


There are few things less appealing to many people than hearing about someone’s dreams. I will go out on a limb and say that often, hearing about someone else’s unsubstantiated personal gnosis can be just as irritating, if not more so, be it dreamed or otherwise. It is all too easy for this kind of material to sound egotistical; all about impressing others with how special and spiritual you are. It may not be wholly respectful to the divine, either, in much the same way that sharing intimate tales of the humans in our lives is not always respectful. It depends a lot on your relationship and which bits you choose to air. So, for the greater part, my personal spiritual experiences are noticeable in their absence. I make no claims for any magical or deityapproved status as a dreamer. I’ve just done a lot of it, and it is an aspect of life that I care about.


Ancestral dreaming


We live in a world of bright lights, caffeine and passable health. Up until relatively recently, our ancestors occupied a world with many more shadows and blurred edges. Long winter nights illuminated only by fires and candles. The normality of drinking alcohol all the time. The frequency of illness and infection, with the absence of antibiotics, meant that feverish hallucinations were far more available as an experience. Starvation, pain, injury… there were many more options for inducing visions and the world had more undefined spaces and mysteries in it.


Most of our ancestors had no street-lighting, and at night, the world beyond the home would have been darker, stranger and more suggestive than our illuminated spaces. In that environment, sleep patterns were different – two four-hour sleeps with a wakeful period between them. In those night time hours of wakefulness, in little or no light, how did our ancestors relate to dreams? I am inclined to think that the boundaries between dreams and wakefulness would have been a good deal less certain.


We have inherited so many myths full of magic, uncanny creatures, peculiar happenings… tales in which the reality of our ancestors appears a lot less fixed and dependable than the rationalist reality we now tend to think we inhabit. Perhaps the difference is not a loss of superstition, but a firmer boundary between dreams and wakefulness. Perhaps for our ancestors, the world was a stranger place, because dreams permeated waking life. Is our more stable and predictable reality more ‘true’ than theirs, or have we lost something?


In antiquity, books on dreams were numerous. The Interpretation of Dreams, by one Artemidorus (2nd century AD) is the only text surviving in full, but refers to so many other books that it suggests the existence of a broad, long lived tradition in which a great many people took interest. The prophetic aspect of dreams was of particular interest to our ancestors, as was showing examples of dreams being proved right. There’s every reason to think that our European pre-Christian ancestors saw dreams and their symbols as being important parts of everyday life. While prophecy was important, there was also advice and instruction with more modest, day-to-day implications.


According to Michael Foucault,2 Artemidorus was writing for everyone, and encouraging widespread dream interpretation. As the Celts didn’t write anything down, we don’t know how this compares with their approach to the value of ordinary people’s dreams. Myths tend to focus on the lives of heroes, rulers and other important figures, which can create a distortion. We know that dreams and dream divination had a role for the ancient Druids; it would be pleasing to think that it wasn’t all about the social hierarchy.


Dreams in antiquity served as a diagnostic tool for medicine, and to determine cures for physical ailments as well as spiritual and emotional issues. These days we are more likely to back up any dream insights with a trip to a more conventional doctor, but we have more cures, potions and interventions available to us than did most of our ancestors.


Ancient dream interpretation guides seem much better at recognising context – the life, status, intellect and moral virtue of the dreamer – and adding that to the interpretive mix. Modern guides tend to be far less nuanced, but no doubt life stage, wealth, health, relationships and education level will all play a part in shaping the modern sleeper’s dream experience, too.




Chapter Two


The Body Dreaming


We are biological creatures. Our minds are cell structures and brain chemistry, connected to all the other cell structures and chemistry that make up our physical presence and enable us to live and act. Our dreams therefore can very easily be a consequence of what is going on with our bodies. Dreams can alert us to body issues we’ve not otherwise noticed, or were trying to ignore. Fears, beliefs and assumptions about our bodies can show up in our dreams, as well as more immediate physical experiences.


If there is a simple, physical explanation implied by a dream, that is the most likely cause of it. Dreams of hunger or desire most likely represent current bodily needs. Overheating during sleep or getting tangled in the bedclothes are classic stimuli for influencing dreams. Sounds permeate our sleeping minds, and can be transformed into strange echoes of the original. For example, I dreamed that I was struggling to make sense of a politician, who was talking utter nonsense. As I surfaced from sleep, the noises the politician was making became ever less word-like, until I woke and realised my cat was ‘singing’. My choice of how to represent that sound in the dream may stand contemplating, but the sound itself is explained and needs no further consideration.


From personal observation and other people’s anecdotes, I am confident that we can experience a very different relationship with time whilst dreaming. A few minutes of song played on a radio alarm can be dreamed through in incredible detail. We may distort other experiences, too; hunger may become outrageous eating, an uncomfortable bed can become a night in a torture chamber. Thus while physical experience can underpin dreams, it is not always the case that our body issues translate tidily into dream narratives. Still, when the dream is physical in origin, then the physical will dominate in the dream and there will be a fair correlation – pain shows up as pain, albeit in a different context. Sound shows up as sound, and so forth.


When considering this kind of interpretation, pay close attention to how you felt on waking as this will give you the best clues. Heat, cold, hunger and a full bladder are obvious, even when time has passed since the dream. The odds are such physical issues will still be with you when you wake up, or even later into your day. The value in identifying these physical cues is that we can make changes to improve bodily comfort, which gives us better quality sleep, and may also help us reduce or eliminate problems we have when awake. When life is busy and demanding, we can miss apparently small things that really do need our attention. The niggling shoulder pain, the small lump, the insufficient diet… taking these small things a bit more seriously can help keep us alive and healthy.
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