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1

Introduction

David Shulma n and Gu y G . Stroumsa

1

This volume attempt s to draw ou t some element s o f a comparative, cross-cultura l
history o f dreams. We trea t dreaming a s a cultural act, for while we b y no mean s
assume that we ca n make direc t contac t with th e drea m itself , i n any of our texts,
there i s n o doub t tha t th e drea m repor t an d al l subsequen t interpretatio n an d
decoding ar e expressive of culturally specific themes , patterns, tensions, and mean -
ings. Ever y drea m cultur e articulate s issues and make s assumptions , implicitly o r
otherwise, abou t th e relativel y privat e o r public natur e o f dreams; the condition s
in which dream s may reveal the futur e (o r the past) ; the boundarie s betwee n th e
individual an d society ; th e compositio n o f the dreamin g subject ; and s o on. T o
tell one's dream—first , perhaps, to oneself , then t o anothe r (perhap s a professional
interpreter), an d finall y to stil l wider circles—i s always  a n overdetermine d ac t o r
statement, at once situating the self in relation to a rich universe of cultural meanings
and implied metaphysical  intuitions and creating, or re-creating, tha t same universe
from within .

The essay s included in this volume were initially presented a t a workshop hel d
at the Jagdschloss Hubertusstock in Markt Brandenburg i n September, 1995 , unde r
the auspice s o f th e Einstei n Foru m i n Potsda m an d th e Institut e fo r Advance d
Studies o f the Hebre w University  o f Jerusalem. Th e worksho p wa s held exactl y
one hundred year s after Freud finished the redaction of his Tmumdeutung  (althoug h
the boo k appeare d onl y i n 1900) . Ye t a s Kultutforscher, w e sough t t o understan d
the significanc e o f dreams i n differen t religiou s contexts i n a  way rathe r alie n t o
the psychoanalytica l tradition. Ou r primar y assumption—tha t the plac e an d rol e
of dreams , an d th e ver y statu s o f dreaming , ar e strongl y influence d b y cultural
traditions an d religiou s attitudes—le d u s to searc h for conspicuou s difference s i n

.?
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cross-cultural pattern s of dreamin g an d o f drea m interpretation , rathe r tha n fo r
their universal elements. Th e moder n assumptio n that dreaming is the most private
and persona l o f mode s i s not share d b y man y o f th e culture s represented here ,
which sometime s se e dream s a s highly objectified , even capabl e o f appearin g i n
the consciousnes s o f disparat e subjects . W e mak e n o commitmen t t o eithe r o f
these views ; ou r effort s hav e focuse d o n th e drea m a s witnessed , transmitte d
linguistically, framed as text, and interpreted, always in a culturally specific context .
Such a  contex t inevitabl y situates dreaming withi n a n organize d ecolog y o f cul -
tural forms and assign s its value. Some culture s (for example, th e May a people s o f
Central America ) mak e dreamin g on e o f th e mos t centra l an d powerfu l o f al l
expressive and ontic domains , while others may relegate dreaming t o the peripher y
of th e trul y real . Theorie s o f dream-communication—th e mode s o f encoding ,
decoding, an d interpretation—are always keyed to the semantics of such articulated
cultural space.

The chapters in this volume thus deal with the comparative cultures of dreaming.
As such , the y buil d upo n earlie r cross-cultura l an d interdisciplinar y studies , an d
reflect certai n assumption s and emphase s tha t w e shal l attempt t o mak e explici t
here. Various collective effort s hav e been devote d i n recen t year s to th e plac e o f
dreams in differen t cultures . There have been excellen t studie s by anthropologist s
and medievalists , for example , an d severa l important collection s hav e bee n pub -
lished. W e wis h t o mentio n th e volume s edite d b y Barbar a Tedlock an d Tulio
Gregory. Mos t recentl y w e hav e Il sogno raccontato,  a rich volume o f essays o n th e
various literary expressions of dreams in Western culture .

Perhaps th e mos t influentia l collective enterpris e i n thi s domain remain s tha t
of Roger Caillois and Gustav von Grunebaum , whic h appeare d a generation ago .
The author s attempted a  wide-ranging analysi s of dreams within various cultures,
but th e focu s o f thei r essay s i s not o n th e differentiated , culture-specific (o r reli-
gion-specific) perceptio n o f dreams i n a  comparative mode . Isla m is well treated ,
with six essays, but relativel y little attention is devoted t o othe r religiou s traditions .
The mai n methodological assumptio n of the volume, i t seems, was the recognitio n
that i n th e ag e of modernity ushere d in by Descartes , "We hav e les s need o f ou r
dreams," i n vo n Grunebaum' s lapidar y formulation. 4

We d o not intend to discuss this assumption. Our approac h is at once less broad
and more encompassing. On on e hand, we did not seek to be as interdisciplinary as
Caillois and von Grunebaum, and did not attempt to include here any contemporar y
physiological o r psychologica l studies o f dreaming. O n th e othe r hand , w e hav e
sought to cove r a s varied a  cultural and religious ground a s possible. We hav e no t
forged a  single approach, nor hav e we concentrate d o n an y single civilization; and
this i s not , b y an y means , a n encyclopedi c effort . Obviously , ou r collectio n o f
articles i s far from being exhaustive . We hav e three paper s on India , for instance,
but Afric a remain s a  missing continent .

We canno t pretend tha t ou r collectiv e investigation has led u s t o an y clear -
cut conclusions—no r to generalization s fre e o f context , o f universa l implication.
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It ma y b e possible , however , t o poin t t o som e problem s tha t w e fel t coul d b e
formulated mor e sharply , o r more intensely , throug h ou r commo n endeavor .

Since w e approache d th e comparativ e histor y of dreams from th e perspectiv e
of the histor y o f religions, th e firs t question t o b e aske d is whether w e ca n dra w
a taxonomy o f dreams established upon th e differen t type s of religions. (Of course,
the relatio n betwee n concept s suc h a s "culture " an d "religion " i s no t alway s
constant: i n China , fo r example , w e fin d severa l competin g religion s withi n a
single overridin g cultura l frame, i n contras t to th e situatio n in medieva l Christia n
Europe.) Ca n w e perceiv e a  clear difference betwee n th e nature , importance, an d
role of dreams within religions established upon revelation and those, as in Greece ,
where suc h a single revelation, emergin g fro m a  precise moment an d locus, doe s
not pla y a  role ? Prim a facie , i t woul d see m tha t whil e i n polytheisti c system s
contact flow s rathe r freel y betwee n th e divin e real m an d th e huma n world , n o
place is left fo r an infinite series of private revelations in a  revealed religion, wher e
the border s ar e much mor e closel y guarded. I n a  monotheistic system. , moreover ,
significant dream s can com e eithe r fro m th e divin e worl d o r fro m th e real m o f
Satan. W e d o no t mea n t o impl y tha t al l so-called polytheisti c systems attribute
the sam e degre e o f religious significanc e to dreaming . A s Hubert Canci k show s
in his chapter, public Roman religion almos t ignores dreaming, in striking contrast
to th e centra l importance o f dreams in Gree k myt h an d cult .

Still, th e evidenc e show s tha t dream s retai n a  major place in culture s formed
under th e impact o f monotheistic, revelator y religions . Althoug h w e ca n detect a
clear shrinking of the poiesis expressed in dreams in the transition from late-classical
to Christia n culture , dream s retai n a  crucial , althoug h ne w rol e i n th e latter . As
for Islam , ther e i s no nee d t o repeat , afte r th e variou s studie s in Th e Dream  i n
Human Societies,  that dreaming an d dream interpretatio n play remarkably rich an d
differentiated role s in various Islamic cultures. What this shows, at the least , is that
even in revelatory religions , the gates of revelation can never become hermeticall y
closed. Here dreams play a central role. It should be emphasized that since dreaming
is usually , in som e sense , a  personal phenomenon , th e individua l ca n develo p a
direct lin k t o th e divinit y through dreams—henc e th e grea t danger o f dreams for
religious hierarchies and orthodoxies . Dream s ar e often the direc t path to heresy .
Indeed, th e hallmar k o f a  heretic i s often th e revelator y dreams which , a s in th e
case o f Mani, h e experience s alread y in hi s childhood , an d whic h se t him apar t
from th e traditional religious hierarchy. It is in this context tha t we ca n understand
the constan t shyin g awa y from—indeed , ofte n fierc e oppositio n to—dream s o n
the par t of religious authorities, who ar e motivated b y a  wish to contain , a s much
as possible, the power of divination. I n the pervasiv e religious syste m of medieval
Europe, a s w e lear n fro m th e essa y b y Jean-Claud e Schmitt , w e fin d bot h a
remarkable efflorescenc e o f popular drea m cultur e an d a  consistent effor t o n th e
part o f th e ecclesiasti c authorities t o tak e contro l o f thi s potentiall y subversive
domain.

We hav e looked for new way s of understanding the rol e of dreams in cultures
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shaped by differen t religiou s worldviews. Dream s ar e not onl y directl y connecte d
to divination ; the y als o reflec t o n othe r segment s o f culture . I t i s here tha t th e
core o f our analysi s should be focused . B y their very liminality, dream s are at th e
confluence o f theology , cosmology , an d anthropology . I n a  sense , the y permit ,
where othe r medi a fail , a  way of  intracultural communication of  great flexibility.
In particular , dreams offer a  constant balance between th e privat e world o f latent
images, fears , an d hopes , an d outsid e reality , cosmi c a s wel l a s social . Dream s
present the means to reestablish the constantly shattered equilibrium between thes e
two realms . They accomplis h thi s essentia l task in differen t ways , always directly
related to the individual religious cultures. Such, at least, is the assumption underlin -
ing our work .

An important key—b y no means the only one—for understanding the parame-
ters through whic h thi s equilibrium i s established and broken i s the natur e o f th e
subject an d it s boundaries. Religiou s tradition s with a  predominan t vie w o f th e
person as a well-defined entity , set in opposition t o the outside world, will encour -
age a  dream cultur e o f a certain nature. A religiou s traditio n fo r which th e sel f is
not rea l i n th e deepes t ontologica l sense , o r i s ultimately t o b e dissolved , o r i s
thoroughly interpenetrate d wit h nonsel f elements , wil l undoubtedl y produc e a
dream culture of a rather different nature . Different dream s will be noticed, empha -
sized as significant, described , memorized, single d out i n the literar y tradition, and
presented a s models. I n a  crud e way , dream s ca n b e perceive d a s coming fro m
"outside" o r from "inside"—an d thi s choice has far-reaching cultural implications.
The relationshi p betwee n dream s an d myths , althoug h to o comple x a n issu e t o
be treated in passing, might be mentioned a s an analogous problem fo r differential ,
comparative analysis. Dennis Tedlock discusses a highly unusua l pattern of dreams
reported withi n myth s in Mayan texts .

Although on e should be carefu l no t to draw direct analogies between linguistic
patterns and religiou s perceptions , variation i n th e ontologica l statu s o f dreams is
also reflecte d in language . Blepo  oneiron  (" I se e a  dream, " Greek) , halamti  halom
("I dream t a  dream, " Hebrew) , e s traumt  mir/ich  traume,  je reve:  thes e ar e ver y
different ways , chosen almost at random, o f referring to the simple act of dreaming.
Does the Gree k way of speaking of dreams, with it s insistence upon vision , reflect
a universa l pattern? It i s hard t o imagin e a  dream cultur e i n whic h visio n woul d
not pla y a  central role , bu t on e shoul d als o mention th e importanc e o f hearing  i n
dreams (particularl y emphasized by Dennis Tedloc k with reference to th e Maya n
corpus). I t migh t b e interestin g t o chec k whethe r voic e an d soun d ar e mor e
prominent i n a  certain kin d o f religious culture , fo r instanc e i n thos e tha t ste m
from aniconi c religions . Bu t w e trea d her e o n ver y thi n ground , an d historica l
reality i s too comple x t o allo w fo r an y easy categorization. We can , a t least, state
that dream s reflec t th e fundamenta l diglossia o f humans . Th e though t expresse d
in dreams , or mor e precisel y in th e representatio n o f dreams , i s figurativ e rathe r
than abstract , and here too , it complements diurnal ways of relating to the outside
•world an d organizin g it.

When w e spea k of the outsid e world an d o f the cosmos , we als o refer t o th e
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temporal dimension . D o dream s suppres s o r creat e time ? D o the y prolon g o r
shorten it ? Dreams ca n refe r t o th e past , eithe r rea l o r mythical . The y ca n also
refer to the future , eithe r as divination (whic h usually means the immediate future ,
which ca n b e predicte d an d ofte n als o manipulated ) o r a s Utopia, th e drea m o f
an ideal future , paralle l in a  sense to the origina l idea l time, the Urzeit  o r mythical
beginnings o f history. The notio n o f Utopia also reflects the passage from dreaming
stricto sensu,  tha t is , fundamentally a personal activity , to th e metaphorica l us e o f
the term , whic h refer s t o collectiv e representations . D o differen t culture s relat e
these tw o area s differently ? Ho w doe s dreaming , i n th e Utopia n mode, bu t als o
in othe r respects , link wit h specifi c eschatologies?

2

Dreaming i s a language—like all language, more or less displaced; like all language,
both over - and underdetermined . T o rea d th e dream , o r t o hea r it , o r t o kno w
it, o r to understan d it, is to addres s oneself t o the existenc e o f one o r more activ e
codes. There is, perhaps, a near-universal experienc e o f dreaming a s communica -
tion, a  more or less enigmatic presentatio n o f meaningful messages to the sel f (and
from th e self , o r fro m som e profoun d dimensio n o f reality , o r fro m God) . Thi s
experience, however , reache s u s only i n mode s pregnan t wit h th e axiolog y an d
anxieties o f a given, usuall y complex, usuall y multivocal cultura l world .

None of this is new: earlie r studies have departed from the same point; compara -
tive typologies of dreams, as culturally perceived and interpreted, have been offered ;
illuminating parallel s and divergences amon g dream cultures have been noted. W e
have tried to go a step farther by addressing, above all, primary issues of integration—
that is , the integratio n o f dream culture , an d th e peculia r expressivit y o f dreams,
into th e wide r arena s where majo r cultura l themes , obsessions , and choice s ar e
always present ; then , th e integratio n o f drea m interpretatio n int o th e culture' s
ontological an d semioti c maps ; an d finally , th e integratio n o f dream theor y int o
the culturall y specific economie s o f consciousness and th e notion s o f personality ,
so that dreaming can be seen in the context o f an implicit o r explici t anthropolog y
and metapsychology. We seek, in short, to explore where dreaming belong s within
a given cognitiv e an d expressiv e universe; withi n a  given metaphysica l range; an d
within a  given understandin g o f the dreamin g subject . Can th e drea m drea m th e
dreamer? I s the drea m interna l t o th e dreamer , o r t o hi s god?

These area s ar e closel y correlated . Le t u s tak e a n example . A  Sout h India n
folktale tells us of a king who dream s of an amazing silver tree, its leaves of emerald,
with rub y fruits ; a n emerald parro t is perched, singing, o n a  golden swin g hangin g
from it s branches. The king , in hi s dream, cast s a  serpent jewel at the parrot , an d
the visio n vanishes . As in s o many India n stories , the king , o n awaking , has on e
overriding wish—h e want s to se e this tre e i n wakin g reality . H e send s hi s three
sons in search of it. The elde r two soon give up the quest, but the youngest persists.
Aided by advice from a n old woman, h e finds the tre e of his father's drea m inside
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a fortres s tha t ha s n o gates . He steal s a jewel fro m a  serpent wh o live s nea r th e
fortress, an d watches as the serpen t kills himself i n rage ; then , wit h th e ai d of th e
jewel, he enter s the fortres s an d see s the tree turn into four lovely princesses, who
ask hi m t o marr y them . H e agrees—bu t firs t he mus t see k th e emeral d parrot ,
who i s "really" th e siste r o f thes e princesses ; she i s kept captiv e o n a  lotus i n a
lake acros s the seve n seas . Th e princ e make s his way acros s the water , shine s th e
jewel o n th e sleepin g princess , and wake s her . No w the y ca n rejoi n he r sister s
and, together, retur n to the prince's home. But the king, seeing his son surrounded
by fiv e radian t women , i s stil l dissatisfied ; h e ha d sen t him , afte r all , t o fin d hi s
dream. Th e princ e stand s the five princesses in a  row and , t o everyone' s horror ,
beheads the m al l with a  single strok e o f hi s sword . Suddenly , righ t ther e i n th e
palace, th e drea m i s reenacted: th e miraculou s tre e stands , with emeral d leaves ,
ruby fruits , th e golde n swing , th e parrot , in hi s father's presence . The princ e cast s
the serpen t jewel a t the parrot , an d th e apparitio n disappears , leaving i n it s place
the five women wh o wil l becom e hi s wives, as he assume s the kingship. 5

The basi c patter n o f thi s stor y i s wel l represente d i n India n literature . Th e
dream i s an objectiv e "fact " tha t ca n be foun d o r recovere d i n th e oute r world ,
and tha t makes itself present in consciousness through mechanisms , say, of karmic
memory o r intersubjectiv e sensitivity. Thus th e kin g in effec t i s dreaming fo r his
son—a drea m o f sexua l an d psychologica l maturatio n tha t entail s th e quest , it s
various act s o f violence an d faith , an d the final reintegration o f the princ e an d his
new bride s into hi s father' s reality . Th e drea m establishe s an ambiguou s channel
of communication, no t s o much betwee n part s o f the father' s sel f or selve s (as we
might expec t i n a  Wester n ontology ) a s between th e fathe r an d hi s child , an d
between bot h these figures and a tantalizing but accessible , visionary world outside
them. I n thi s sense , abov e al l others , th e drea m speak s a  powerfu l truth . I f w e
think i n terms o f the thre e domains outline d above , we woul d say : this story uses
the dream , a s a  heavil y determine d trop e o r expressiv e device , t o articulat e a
pattern o f generationa l conflic t an d psychi c growth ; i t fixes the drea m firml y a t
the center of a fluid ontological continuum, wher e a n internal experience demand s
external reexperiencing, confirmation , or conditiona l concretization—o r -wher e it
may even be impossible to locate a clear innerness as opposed to a clearly differenti-
ated outside ; an d i t emerge s fro m a n understandin g o f subjec t o r sel f a s deepl y
involved in negotiatin g precisel y this slippery boundary, i n which the objectified
dream in some sense repeatedly forms or shapes the dreamer and his or her evolvin g
and expanding selves. There is also the fascinating problem, implicit in the structure
of this tale , o f the statu s of the drea m narrativ e in relatio n t o th e wide r narrative
frame. Th e fathe r makes his dream into a  story that actualizes itself, i n unexpecte d
ways, i n th e stor y th e so n tell s o f himself , or , w e ma y assume , to himself. Her e
full maturatio n int o a n adul t mod e o f being—marriage , matur e sexuality , th e
assumption o f powe r an d a  publi c role—reqviires the so n t o liv e ou t (an d also ,
perhaps, ultimatel y to uproot ) his father' s dream.

Even i n thi s sligh t exampl e w e not e a  standard featur e fro m th e domai n o f
encoding: th e strikin g dream imag e i s opaque , a  vei l fo r th e huma n realit y o f
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falling in love and marrying. This image has to be destroyed, within th e story itself
(in fact , withi n th e drea m itself) , befor e the underlyin g proces s can be complete .
In mos t drea m cultures , dreaming i s a language that , lik e othe r languages , needs
deciphering. Th e followin g chapters offer differin g example s of this process which,
taken together, suggest a rough typology: there are dreams that present the dreamer
with a clear-cut message, seemingly entirely transparent (e.g., the materials relating
to Alemano , al-Tirmidhi , an d pseudo-Maimonides, discusse d by Moshe Idel  and
Sara Sviri) ; others presen t encode d message s of varying levels of ambiguity (e.g. ,
the Roman example s se t out i n Huber t Cancik' s chapter) .

In certain cultures, the encoded dream can be unambiguously decoded, leaving
us agai n with a  clear-cut message ; in others , a  residue of ambiguity i s a structural
feature of dreaming per se. Contextual features , relating in particular to the identity
and existentia l situation of the dreamer , ma y be decisiv e in decoding , a s we ca n
see in Artemidorus and the other Greek materials discussed by Cristiano Grottanelli .
Coded dream s include th e fals e message s sent b y th e devi l (a s Guy G . Stroums a
and Jean-Claude Schmit t show in many Christian materials)—althoug h we migh t
also allo w fo r th e possibilit y tha t tru e message s could com e fro m thi s demoni c
source. And within thi s wide rang e o f encoded drea m communications , ther e i s a
variation in the role of the interpreter. Gali t Hasan-Rokem shows that in Midrashic
materials th e drea m follow s th e interpretatio n (s o that th e responsibilit y o f th e
decoder i s enormous, literall y on e o f lif e an d death) ; in othe r cases , th e messag e
exists only  within its interpretation, the tw o domain s being s o interpenetrated that
the linguisti c formation of the drea m could almost be said to preexist , to antedate
its imagery and its narrativized report. Language enters into this process at differen t
points i n differen t cultures : at the ver y beginning , o r eve n befor e th e beginning ,
in man y India n drea m materials ; ver y late , afte r th e fac t o f dreamin g an d it s
remembrance, i n Talmudi c drea m culture ; somewhere betwee n thes e tw o pole s
in Artemidorus , o r th e Mesoamerica n materials , or , perhaps , in Freu d (se e th e
chapter b y Christin e Walde) .

There is also a third possibility in terms o f coding an d decoding , alongsid e th e
options o f transparen t an d opaqu e message s embedded i n th e dream . Ther e ar e
dreams with n o message , in any "real," semantically weight y sense—dream s that,
rather tha n communicat e contents , represen t existentia l state s o r transformations.
At leas t on e se t o f Chines e dream s presente d b y Wai-ye e L i seem s t o fi t thi s
category, a s do mos t o f the India n material s studied in thi s volume. Vasavadatta's
dream, discusse d by Wend y Doniger , i s a  concret e wakin g experienc e encode d
only in the sense that all perception i s subject to disguise. The drea m of the parrot-
messenger, fro m Keral a i n sout h India , discusse d by Shulman , seem s primaril y
aimed a t effecting th e rar e coincidence o f selves, or of language and identity, tha t
is perhaps most possible in th e drea m domain . Her e a  dream o f lovers' separation
ends by a realignment, a tautology o f existence that finds expression in the repeated
trope called slesa, literally an "embrace," a  superimposition. The trop e encapsulates
and triggers the shif t i n stat e inherent in th e process unfolding through the dream.

Dream tropes of this sort require attention. Many o f the author s have isolated
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and defined suc h figures, whic h constitute , in specifi c drea m cultures , th e peculia r
language o f bot h dreamin g an d interpretation . I n thi s are a o f culturall y specifi c
figuration, w e fee l w e hav e progresse d beyond Freud' s origina l definitio n o f fou r
major form s o f drea m symbolis m (condensation , displacement , consideration s o f
representability, an d secondar y revision; se e Aleida Assmann's presentation o f still
earlier synthese s i n Chapte r 15) . A  notio n o f overdeterminatio n remain s i n a
remarkable number o f cases. The dream-messag e i s reinforced internally by a series
of potentia l markers , b y th e characteristi c tropes o r figures , by verba l an d visual
images strongl y keye d t o individua l drea m cultures . A s i n al l linguisti c forms ,
principles o f selection operat e powerfully to expres s the genr e broadl y define d as
"dream," and to clu e the listener or interpreter about th e boundaries an d peculiar
intensities an d texture s o f th e drea m text . W e hav e als o suggeste d tha t mor e
attention need s to b e paid , i n general , t o issue s o f "marking"—poetic , syntactic ,
or generally linguistic—with relatio n to  dream texts; Barbara Tedlock's explication
of evidentials i n drea m report s show s just how critical , an d informative , thi s area
can be. Evidentials , lik e othe r element s i n th e linguisti c texturin g of dreams, also
speak to onti c issues : the dream' s "as-if " qualit y is set off by suc h markers , whic h
may als o hav e a n impac t o n th e recurren t questio n o f where , i f th e drea m i s
"subjunctive," th e indicativ e o r objectiv e realit y form s ar e t o b e sought . Bot h
Freud and the Talmudic tractate Berachot  suggest, for example, tha t th e key to this
problem lies in the paymen t offere d th e interpreter—the rock-botto m reality tha t
ensures a  link betwee n drea m an d world.

Typologies, i n themselves , an d especiall y i n cross-cultura l contexts , ma y b e
barren. At best , they ma y suggest lines of force tha t require stud y in a  given case .
The simpl e divisio n w e hav e presented in the abov e form s of dream expressivity ,
in relatio n t o encoding , ma y be correlate d t o othe r domains—fo r example , tha t
of the dream' s ontologica l status , which varie s from fully objectifie d externality t o
pure subjectiv e fantas y ("i t wa s only  a  dream") , wit h a  thir d possibility , tha t o f
dreaming as an act of linguistic creativity, mediating between the two poles . Dreams
with no message , ou r third categor y above , see m mos t closel y linked t o th e thir d
ontic option . Eve n mor e fertile , perhaps , i s a n attemp t t o correlat e th e drea m
communication wit h theorie s o f self-organization o r self-presentation , a s we fin d
in Mosh e Idel' s chapte r o n astra l dreams . Idel  distinguishe s betwee n th e loosel y
organized "centrifugal " personalit y and a much mor e severel y delimited an d con -
trolled "centripetal " structure . I t woul d appear , i n general , tha t th e centrifuga l
type is broadly aligned with the relatively more objectifie d (and transparent) dream,
while a  centripeta l visio n o f sel f an d perso n put s dreamin g furthe r alon g th e
continuum towar d th e subjective pole. And in both cases—indeed i n most drea m
cultures—one find s a  latent o r implied divisio n withi n th e self , which reproduce s
itself i n th e strang e form s o f self-consciou s doublin g tha t w e fin d i n s o man y
reported dreams . Th e dreame r dreams , an d watche s himsel f dreaming . Ofte n a
series of embedded frame s i s present, the dreame r knowing withi n th e drea m that
he i s dreaming—although suc h case s o f what i s called "luci d dreaming " see m t o
require a  paradoxical kin d o f knowing , knowledg e tha t i s itself a  dream . I n th e
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more intense and sophisticated dream cultures, such as in Mesoamerica, these forms
of lucid dreaming may reach almost unimaginable complexity, with multiple dreams
within dream s within dreams.  (These patterns are discussed by Barbara and Dennis
Tedlock.) But  lucid dreaming also seems to be a universal phenomenon, differentl y
conceived an d understood withi n th e varyin g civilizationa l contexts .

Everywhere, dreamin g speak s to th e composition , o r decomposition , o f th e
self. Markers , tropes , frames , an d onti c presupposition s ar e al l relevan t t o an y
analysis of this domain, whic h offer s tremendous potentia l for unlocking the hidde n
metaphysic o f cultura l intuitions , perhap s to o deepl y burie d t o b e formulate d
explicitly from within . Fro m a n analytical , externa l perspective , w e ca n see very
striking contours : for  example , the  dee p divisio n in  the  sel f that seem s to  find
expression i n lat e antiquity , an d especiall y i n Christia n dream-culture—an d tha t
continues right u p throug h Freud , as Stephane Moses show s in hi s nuanced essay.
This splittin g illuminates , b y wa y o f contrast , the subtl e and strikin g proble m o f
internal doubling tha t we see , for example, i n the India n materials (i n the chapters
by Wendy Doniger an d David Shulman). There are further aspects open to compar -
ative analysis—t o mention onl y on e more , the rol e o f time an d memory relativ e
to dreaming. Thu s we find an evolving, future-oriente d (divinatory ) dream cultur e
in th e Midrashi c materials , an d i n Artemidoras , i n contras t wit h a  retrospectiv e
trend eviden t i n th e Christia n materials ; the sam e division , broadl y stated , seems
present in India between the future-oriented Hindu dreams and the eerily retrospec-
tive Buddhis t one s of  the  Tami l Manimekalai.  Thes e distinction s hav e meanin g
and, a t times, a rich resonance and—suc h is our hope—giv e colo r an d purpose t o
intercultural comparisons .

Such comparisons emerge partly through intertextual resonances in these essays.
We hav e referre d abov e t o th e commo n them e o f luci d dreaming , wher e th e
dreamer's awarenes s o f th e drea m i s embedded withi n th e drea m itself . I n on e
way or another, every system of dream interpretation face s this issue of the dream' s
frame an d th e transition s i t make s possible , within th e totalit y o f consciousness,
from nondream t o dream states and back again, or from one dream level to another.
Several o f the essay s attempt t o characteriz e the drea m fram e an d its markers, and
to formulat e the relatio n betwee n thi s fram e an d othe r onti c realitie s recognized
by the cultur e (see Wai-yee Li, Shulman, Barbara and Dennis Tedlock , Assmann).
Indeed, ther e is reason to argue that the articulation of the frame for dream narrative
and drea m interpretatio n i s the centra l diagnosti c ke y fo r a  differentia l typolog y
of dream cultures . The fram e no t onl y enable s and structures the transitio n to and
from dreaming; i t also shapes the contours of time, space, and consciousness within
which th e dream can be said, or felt, to exist. When the frame is strongly embedde d
within the dream, as in various types of lucid dreaming, a restless inner movement ,
leading towar d transformation , tend s t o emerge , sometime s overwhelmin g th e
subject an d catapultin g her o r hi m t o ne w form s o f awareness. When th e fram e
is relativel y rigid, o r implante d firml y i n th e wakin g -world , th e impac t o f th e
dream ma y b e partl y neutralize d (bot h i n individua l an d socia l terms) , an d th e
dreamer rendered relativel y passive, a  spectator at a n idiosyncratic internal drama.
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More porous or malleable frames may allow fo r startling effects, a s when the future,
for example , infiltrate s th e presen t in a  backward movement—tim e flowing , a s it
were, upstream .

Such frames , whic h determin e ho w th e drea m i s molded int o cultura l form,
might even , fo r al l we know , determin e ho w th e drea m i s dreamt , a s an ac t o f
cultural creativity . An d eac h suc h fram e ha s a  spatia l aspect capabl e o f analytica l
formulation: w e ca n sometimes distinguis h dream s dream t a t the oute r margin o f
the subject , a s if split away fro m hi s o r he r inne r core , fro m thos e i n whic h th e
subject i s poised a t the margin s o f th e dream , see n a s an overridin g realit y fro m
outside the bounds of the individual. Such spatial configurations are always contin-
gent an d colored by social meaning. Moreover , th e cultura l framing o f the drea m
always and inevitably evokes the cultura l framing of consciousness itself—its struc -
ture, interna l dynamics , an d situatio n vis-a-vi s th e subjec t and al l forms of reality
that this subject confronts. These tw o frames—o f dream and consciousness—ma y
overlap, t o th e poin t o f isomorphism, o r one ma y cut acros s the othe r i n various
unusual an d surprisin g ways . Usually , howeve r the y ma y intersect , the y ten d t o
replicate one another in terms of their organizing principles of composition, whic h
are alway s cultural creations , lade n wit h axiologica l an d metaphysica l concerns.

It i s this fac t o f consisten t intracultura l replicatio n tha t allow s u s t o conceiv e
of a  differentiated , comparative , nonuniversa l synta x o f dreaming , an d o f drea m
interpretation. Onl y suc h a  synta x ca n mak e sens e o f th e discret e morphologie s
of dream contents , of symbols, markers , an d th e lineament s o f interpretation , al l
of thes e element s bein g integrate d i n uniqu e expressiv e pattern s flowin g ou t o f
each specifi c frame . Th e essay s gathere d her e ma y b e see n a s steps towar d th e
future elaboratio n o f such a  context-sensitive , historicize d syntax , o r a s examples
of what suc h a  syntax might look lik e in th e cas e o f particular drea m cultures .

Dream interpreter s also frequently echo one another : Th e uncann y connectio n
between Artemidoru s an d Freud is well known, even explicitl y affirme d b y Freud
himself; bu t th e essay s b y Walde , Grottanelli , an d Mose s highligh t th e differin g
internal organization of these respective dream cultures and their distinct axiologica l
bases. We migh t als o not e a n implici t parameter o f richness in dealin g with these
distinct traditions , an d it s potentially paradoxica l dimension . Thu s i t appear s tha t
Artemidorus applies a remarkably rich interpretative spectrum to a relatively limited
or even impoverished corpu s of dream texts, in contrast to the luxuriance of modern
dream text s together wit h th e relativ e marginalizatio n o f dream interpretatio n i n
the moder n West . Fo r Freud , a s for modern Wester n civilizatio n a s a whole, th e
dream ha s been full y subjectivized : i t n o longe r refer s t o anothe r world , outsid e
the individual , no r ha s it an y legitimate locatio n withi n th e publi c sphere . Eve n
notions suc h as that o f a shared dream—between husban d an d wife , fo r example ,
as we fin d i n th e example s o f Al-Tirmidh i an d hi s wif e an d Milton' s Adam an d
Eve (cite d by Svir i and Assmann , respectively), or in many parallel examples from
India'—have become attenuated in th e extrem e and no w appea r rather exotic (as
in th e cas e o f th e analys t wh o dream s counter-transfercntiall y of hi s patient).
Nevertheless, the underlying, fundamental problem of the relation between existcn -
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tial realms, and the rol e o f the drea m a s a tissue of potential connectivity , remai n
common t o al l th e drea m culture s discusse d i n thi s volume . Th e variatio n i n
articulating o r conceptualizin g thi s linkage i s enormous; th e followin g essay s ar e
meant t o exemplif y specifi c case s and , b y thei r juxtaposition an d intertextuality ,
to sugges t a common problematic .

Certain basic , relativel y simpl e question s arise naturally  a s we mov e throug h
the dreams of one civilization after another. I f dreams are perceived, almost univer-
sally, a s inherently communicativ e (thoug h no t necessaril y i n referentia l ways),
then w e nee d t o as k in eac h case : whe n d o peopl e tel l thei r dreams , an d where ,
and to whom? Ho w i s the tellin g structured? How doe s th e drea m conten t relate
to narration , an d t o th e socia l an d cultura l context ? Wha t image s o f authorit y
reside in th e ac t of interpretation, o r o f narrating the dream ? Where is the drea m
situated i n relatio n t o th e entir e ecolog y o f cultura l forms? And , again : who i s it
who dreams , or i s dreamed, o r who dream s within th e dream ? What claim s does
that person make for the dream, the self , the world? How ar e these claims organized
within th e availabl e domains o f language, thought , an d feeling ?

Such questions informe d th e discussion s that formed th e essay s included here .
They are not mean t t o be exhaustive ; but i t is our hope that they trace , howeve r
fleetingly, a  ne w agend a fo r th e stud y o f drea m cultures , an d o f th e drea m o f
culture.

Notes

1. Tedlock : 1987 ; Gregory : 1985 . Als o se e Kruger : 1992 .
2. Merol a an d Verbaro : 1995 .
3. Cailloi s and von Grunebaum : 1966 .
4. Se e als o the collectio n o f essays , Caillois an d vo n Grunebaum : 1959 , whic h deal s

with a  multiplicity o f non-Western cultures .
5. Kannad a story recorded b y A . K . Ramanujan : 1997 .
6. Se e O'Flaherty: 1984.
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Dreams o f Interpretation i n
Early Chines e Historica l an d

Philosophical Writings

Wai-yee L i

The Readability o f the World

In th e Zu o zhuan 1 (Zuo  Commentary  Tradition,  ca . fifth to fourt h centurie s B.C.?),
the earlies t narrative history in China, the representation of dreams emerges as one
way to structure events and to impose order on human experience. Dreams  establish
causality—on the symboli c level , as a sign that i s fulfilled, unravelled , o r betrayed;
on th e litera l level, a s advice o r warning heede d o r defied . The representatio n o f
dreams is motivated b y the need t o interpre t an d define causes and consequences .
In thi s sense it assert s o r question s th e "readability " o f the worl d an d shape s ou r
understanding of causality, human agency , an d possible "reaso n i n history " (b e it
a mora l schem e rewardin g goo d an d punishin g evil , o r a  certain visio n o f orde r
or teleology) . I  sugges t tha t theme s o f contro l an d order , o r lac k thereof , ar e
dominant. Thu s wit h dream s tha t realiz e ritua l disorde r o r imprope r relation s
between th e human world and the realm of the spirits, interpretation restore s ritual
equilibrium. Eve n whe n th e messag e o f th e dream , ofte n abou t th e dreamer' s
death, i s implacable , th e struggl e o f contro l ove r it s meanin g i s eviden t i n th e
dream itself and/or its interpretation. Arbitrary injunctions in dreams and equivoca l
dreams that invite differen t decodin g augu r moments o f loss of control, whic h ar e
often overcom e wit h interpretiv e ingenuity , bu t whic h nevertheles s lea d u s t o
consider th e scop e and meanin g o f skepticism.

The interpretatio n of dreams in the Zuo zhuan thus tells of dreams of interpreta-
tion. I t points to the following partly overlapping questions: Why interpret ? What
are th e ground s o f interpretation ? How d o interpretiv e structure s evolv e an d
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disintegrate? What ar e the possibilitie s and limits o f historical knowledge, or , pu t
differently, th e scop e an d meaning o f skepticism? Why an d ho w ar e interpretiv e
acts represented ? Th e interpretatio n o f dream s i s on e aspec t o f a  ubiquitou s
phenomenon i n thi s text : th e readin g o f signs , which structure s events , define s
narrative units , an d abstract s patterns an d meaning s fro m the chronologica l flow .
The Zu o zhuans commitment t o chronolog y force s o n the reade r a  certain sense
of totality , fluidity , an d contingency , a  feelin g tha t multifariou s event s hav e n o
definite beginnings an d endings, tha t everything is indeed connecte d to everythin g
else. Th e readin g o f signs is what save s us from the sens e of raw juxtapositions i n
the text .

On on e level dream s do not diverg e muc h fro m other sign s in th e Zu o zhuan
such a s results o f divination , encounter s wit h gods , ghosts , an d spirits , riddles ,
astronomical phenomena, natura l anomalies or observed details of a person's attire ,
speech, behavior , gestures , o r movement s i n rituals . Al l ar e readabl e sign s tha t
yield prophetic or retrospective judgments. Wherea s huma n signs , such as a gesture
or a comment tha t captures the essenc e of a person and thereby explain s character
and destiny,3 augment moral explanation s and human agency in history, signs from
the numinou s real m ma y sometime s see m rando m an d arbitrar y an d conve y a
determinist mood . I n th e dens e symboli c univers e o f th e Zu o zhuan,  dream s
function a s bot h huma n an d numinou s signs . Decode d bot h i n term s o f th e
dreamer's motivations, hopes , and fears, and of a more general, "objectified" system
of correspondence , dream s exemplif y tw o paralle l concern s i n th e Zu o zhuan:
moral explanation , predicate d on the huma n capacit y to choose; an d pansignifica-
tion, whereb y ever y human o r nonhuman sig n an d actio n lead s to consequence s
that may exceed huma n comprehensio n an d control . Ther e are tensions betwee n
these tw o concern s bu t bot h presum e analogica l thinking . Mora l actio n implie s
correspondence t o ritual , sociopolitical, and cosmic order , whil e pan-signification
implies mysterious , universa l correspondences.

Dreams and their interpretation ofte n have a  public and externalized dimensio n
in th e Zu o zhuan.  Share d dream s (tongmeng)  ar e sometimes presente d a s proof o f
the objectiv e veracit y o f dreams . Th e interpretabilit y o f dream s i s thus in par t a
function o f the dream's nature as public spectacle . Thus the Jin minister Xun Yan' s
dream o f his own decapitatio n i s decoded b y hi s codreamer :

Zhongxing Xianzi (Xu n Yan) was about t o launc h a  military expeditio n agains t
Qi. H e dreame d o f engaging in a  legal disputatio n wit h Duke Li.4 He di d no t
win. The duk e hit him with a halberd, and his head fel l in front o f him. He knel t
down an d pu t i t bac k on , holdin g i t whil e running . H e sa w shama n Ga o o f
Gengyang. A few days later, he saw [shaman Gao] on the road. He spok e to Gao,
who [i t turned out ] had ha d th e sam e dream . Th e shama n said , "Thi s year m y
lord wil l certainl y die . As for  affair s in  the  east, 5 you r wis h wil l be  fulfilled. "
Xianzi assented . (Z Z Xian g 18.3)

Shaman Gao' s authority as interpreter is based both o n hi s presence in Xun Yan' s
dream an d hi s statu s a s codreamer. Xu n Yan' s dream acquire s objectified validity
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because th e shaman' s role a s spectator persist s through Xun' s drea m and th e sha -
man's ow n dream . Ther e is no deliberatio n o n th e mora l meanin g o f the dream :
Is Xu n Ya n goin g t o di e a s retribution fo r murderin g hi s former rule r Duke L i
(ZZ Chen g 18.1) ? Does Duke Li' s original inten t t o eliminate Xun's cla n absolve
Xun Ya n (Z Z Chen g 17.10) ? Can murde r o f a benighted rule r be justified? Th e
legal disputatio n (song)  suggest s tha t Xun' s guil t i s debatable . Doe s Xu n Yan' s
replacement o f his head sugges t vindication? Instead o f dwellin g o n pas t events,
however, th e shama n give s a  matter-of-fac t predictio n o f futur e developments .
Notwithstanding th e horror of decapitation, shaman Gao reads in Xun Yan's dream
the porten t o f victory i n hi s military expeditio n agains t Qi befor e his death. I t is
not clea r whethe r th e shaman , sensin g Xu n Yan' s imminen t death , i s merel y
encouraging him i n his fina l effort. 7 I n any case , Xun Ya n accept s the predictions
with dignity , whic h ar e duly fulfille d (Z Z Xian g 18.3 , 18.4 , 19.1) .

A certain opacity remains. The narrativ e answers the question of how an d why
Xun Ya n dies by asserting without specifyin g the connection betwee n his past and
his final achievement an d death . Th e accoun t her e i s not concerne d wit h Xu n
Yan's pschology o r th e evaluatio n o f his character. Instead, shared dreams in th e
Zuo zhuan  functio n a s public spectacl e tha t define s choice s an d action s shaping
the fat e o f the polity . I n anothe r example , Kangshu , ancestor o f Wei, appear s in
dreams to two Wei minister s and instructs them to support "Yuan" (Duk e Xiang
of Wei's second son by a concubine) as ruler (ZZ Zha o 7.15) . Subsequent debates
surround th e ambiguou s meanings of "Yuan": does it designate a  proper name o r
does it mean "the eldest " (i.e. , Yuan's older brother Mengzhi)? (The roo t meanin g
of "Yuan " i s "primary." ) I n thi s case , a n injunctio n repeate d i n tw o dream s
establishes Yuan a s legitimate successo r to th e throne . (I t i s quite likel y tha t th e
whole accoun t i s fabricate d t o establis h just that. ) I n contras t t o th e publi c an d
objectified natur e o f shared dreams in th e Zu o zhuan,  th e moti f i s often use d i n
literature t o affir m perfec t communion an d th e powe r o f subjective projection .

The publi c dimensio n o f dreamin g i s augmente d b y th e sens e o f historica l
continuity i n th e ground s o f interpretation . A s example w e ca n conside r Duk e
Zhao o f Lu's dream. When he is about to visit Chu, h e dream s of his father Duk e
Xiang sacrificin g t o th e go d o f th e road . (Th e visi t implie s recognitio n o f Ch u
hegemony b y Lu . Thi s i s significant becaus e Chu i s usually designated [against all
archaeological evidence ] b y th e heartlan d state s a s semibarbarian, whereas Lu i s a
state steeped in the Zho u tradition. ) The L u ministers debat e th e meaning o f the
dream. Zishe n argue s that Duke Zha o shoul d no t g o because Duke Xian g wen t
to Ch u onl y upo n dreamin g o f the Duke o f Zhou, sag e advisor to the early Zho u
kings and ancestor of Lu, sacrificing to the god of the road. I n other words, non e
but a  sage such as the Duk e o f Zhou ca n sanction a  trip t o Chu . I n addition , th e
Duke o f Zhou's tri p to Ch u supposedl y demonstrated Zho u authorit y ove r Chu 9

and would alla y fears that a Lu ruler's journey t o Chu migh t indicate Lu subordina-
tion. Zif u Huib o maintain s that Duke Xian g in effec t take s the place o f the Duke
of Zhou: havin g once visited Ch u h e can sacrifice t o th e go d o f the road and lead
his son (Z Z Zha o 7.3) . Duke Xiang' s authorit y might i n tur n hav e been derived
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from hi s ritual competence durin g the visit to Chu . Kin g Kang of Chu die d whil e
Duke Xian g wa s on hi s way, an d Duke Xian g arrive d onl y t o atten d hi s funeral .
Chu official s wante d t o have Duke Xiang place King Kang's clothes on hi s coffin ,
a ceremony appropriat e for envoys rather than rulers from other states . Acting o n
the advic e of Shusun Zhaozi, Duk e Xian g saved Lu from humiliation b y havin g
shamans perform purification rites over th e coffi n wit h peac h branches and reeds,
which i s due procedure when a ruler attends the funera l o f a minister from another
state (Z Z Xian g 29.1) . Th e appeal  to competin g precedents , the authorit y o f the
figure in th e dream , an d th e principl e of substitution al l establish the continuity ,
albeit construe d in differen t ways , between pas t an d presen t i n definin g grounds
of interpretation.

The debat e ove r th e meanin g o f Duk e Zhao' s drea m als o show s ho w th e
dream i s the locu s o f ritua l uncertainty. Bu t ther e i s little doub t tha t the correc t
interpretation restore s ritual equilibrium. Event s in th e Zu o zhuan  tha t offen d th e
modern rationalis t bias ar e ofte n represente d with thi s interpretive confidence . I t
is scarcely surprising, therefore, that the Zhen g minister Zichan, ofte n depicte d as
a rationalis t and a  skeptic i n moder n accounts, 10 should als o interpre t dream s an d
explain th e existenc e of spirits. He i s merely extendin g reaso n and logic t o realms
receding fro m huma n consciousnes s and understanding . When Zicha n i s envo y
in Jin, th e Jin ministe r Ha n Xuanz i ask s him ho w th e illnes s of the Jin rule r may
be relate d t o hi s drea m o f a  yello w bea r enterin g throug h hi s bedroo m door .
Zichan explain s tha t th e yello w bea r i s no evi l spirit , but th e spiri t of Gun , th e
mythical floo d controlle r wh o failed .

Formerly Ya o [ancien t sage-ruler ] execute d Gu n a t th e Feathe r Mountain [fo r
his failure t o contro l th e deluge] . Gun's spirit was transformed into a  yellow bear,
and i t entere d th e Feathe r Abyss . Xia actuall y worshippe d it , an d th e Thre e
Dynasties offere d sacrifice s t o it . Ji n i s th e leade r o f th e Allianc e [an d a s such
should perform the ritual role of the kings of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties].
Perhaps i t ha s not ye t offere d sacrifice s t o it . (Z Z Zha o 7.7)

The sacrifice s are duly performed and the Jin ruler recovers. Here the interpretation
of a n enigmati c drea m image , based on historica l knowledge, als o restore s ritual
order.

In a  similar vein, Zicha n expound s o n ho w h e placate s the vengefu l ghost o f
Boyou, a  Zheng nobleman murdere d i n a power struggle  between differen t clans .
Boyou appear s in the dreams of the Zheng people vowing t o kil l his enemies, and
his threats come true . Zicha n reinstate s Boyou's son , who i s then in a  position t o
offer sacrifice s to his father. H e explains , "When ghosts have a place to return to , 1 1

it wil l no t becom e a n evi l spirit . I  provide th e ghos t wit h a  place t o retur n to "
(ZZ Zha o 7.9) . The drea m i s the locus where ghost s and spirits can manifest their
discontent; i t i s a moment o f ritua l disorder marked by uneas y tensio n betwee n
the real m o f spirit s an d th e huma n world . Dream s can b e suppressed , however ,
because all things, including ghosts, can be assigned their proper place and mollified
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through th e performanc e o f sacrifice . Agai n w e hav e th e moti f o f contro l an d
order.

The restoration o f ritual equilibrium suggests the potential continuum betwee n
dreaming and wakeful states , analogous to the fluid boundaries between th e real m
of the spirit s and the human world. Zicha n explains why Boyou ca n be a powerful
ghost: hi s clan was in charg e of government fo r three generations, and the thing s
they use d were abundant , elaborate , and refined (Z Z Zhao  7.9) . Th e potenc y o f
ghosts, includin g th e powe r t o manifes t themselves i n dreams , thu s depend s o n
their famil y histor y and th e materia l condition s o f thei r previou s existence . Th e
readability o f dreams in th e Zu o zhuan  i s a function of continuities betwee n pas t
and present , dreamin g an d wakin g states ; henc e th e insisten t appeal t o ancestors
and beginnings . I n admonitor y dreams , advice o r warnin g are usually given b y a
dead fathe r o r ancestor . Dreams  portendin g ending s (fo r example, th e en d o f a
ruling house ) ofte n invoke beginnings or have t o be explained wit h referenc e t o
beginnings. I n on e example , a  ma n fro m Ca o dream s o f a  group o f nobleme n
discussing the demis e o f Cao. Th e ancesto r of Cao ask s othe r Ca o dignitarie s t o
wait for one Gongsu n Qiang. The dreamer' s son leaves Cao, following his father's
advice, when Gongsun  Qian g becomes minister. The drea m is told as retrospective
explanation i n th e yea r before the fal l o f the Ca o hous e (Z Z A i 7.5).

The warnin g o f the Ca o ancesto r is clearly told i n a  dream, bu t eve n crypti c
dream image s can be confidentl y decoded becaus e of the presume d applicability
of th e symbol s o f wakefu l lif e t o drea m interpretation . I n on e example , spatia l
positions an d directions , a  major concern i n ritua l texts , determin e th e meanin g
of a dream. "De dreame d that Qi, with hi s head to the north, wa s sleeping outside
the L u Gate , and tha t h e himsel f wa s a crow perchin g abov e Qi , wit h hi s beak
resting o n th e Sout h Gat e an d hi s tai l resting on th e Ton g Gate . H e said , 'M y
dream was good. I  will succee d to th e throne' " (Z Z A i 26.2). De an d Qi , bot h
adopted son s o f Duke Jing o f Song, becom e riva l claimants to th e thron e upo n
Dukejing's death . De eventually wins out. According to ritual texts contemporane -
ous wit h an d late r tha n th e Zu o zhuan, 12 th e southward-facin g positio n signifie s
life, exalted position, and rulership, whereas the northward-facing position indicates
subjugation and death. In somewhat later lore, th e crow i s associated with fire an d
the su n an d i s regarded a s an auspiciou s bird: a  re d cro w wit h thre e fee t i s th e
sign heralding Zhou conquest of Shang. The validity of interpretation here depends
on th e swa y o f underlyin g cultura l codes . I n anothe r example , tol d durin g th e
Battle of  Yanling between Jin and  Chu , a  Jin warrior , Lu  Qi, dream s of shooting
an arrow at the moon and hitting it . The arro w then fall s into the mud. Divinatio n
unravels th e meanin g o f these enigmati c images . "Th e surnam e Ji i s signifed by
the sun; other surnames, the moon. Here i t must mean the King of Chu. T o shoo t
and hi t th e target , and the n t o fal l int o th e mud : h e [th e archer ] mus t die also "
(ZZ Chen g 16.5) . Lu Qi dul y shoots King Gong o f Chu i n the ey e and is himself
shot dead. Ji i s the surnam e of the Zho u roya l house and o f some enfeoffe d lords ,
such a s the Ji n house , whic h ha d origina l cla n tie s wit h th e Zho u house . Th e
diviner's interpretatio n is premised on th e acceptanc e o f th e hierarch y of the Jis
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and ruler s "o f othe r surnames, " analogou s t o th e relation s between th e su n and
the moon. The rules of reading here thus assume Zhou authority and the subservient
allegiance o f the feudator y states . I t i s conceivable tha t fo r both D e an d L u Qi ,
dreams ar e tol d fo r propagand a purposes , t o legitimiz e De' s rulershi p an d Ji n
superiority ove r Chu , respectively . Bu t whil e th e cultura l meaning s o f positions
and directions remain relatively stable durin g the period covered by the Zuo zhuan,
the proper relations between the Zhou king and the feudal lords, and those between
Ji-surnamed states and other states, are questioned and debated. Apparently effortles s
correspondences may thus be use d to stak e ou t conteste d positions .

Stable correspondences become more troubled when contending forces i n the
context are articulated in the dream and its interpretation. This sometimes happens
with th e drea m messag e o f death—especiall y th e dreamer' s ow n death—whic h
may issu e i n a  struggle of control over it s meaning and prophetic power. (Thi s is
not tru e when narrative concern is not centere d on the dreamer . In the example s
of Xun Yan and Lu Qi discussed earlier, the focus is on the impending and ongoing
battles an d th e fat e o f th e state s involved. ) Dream s abou t deat h an d los s o f sel f
lend urgency to the ac t of interpretation, as if the struggle for mastery in the dream
should b e reenacte d i n interpretation . On e vivi d exampl e i s Duke Jing o f Jin's
dream o f a vengeful spirit , th e ancesto r of the Zha o cla n tha t h e eliminated . Th e
ultimately implacable prediction of death, which confirms the power of the vengeful
spirit over the Jin ruler , ma y be yet anothe r exampl e of the rol e o f Jin ministeria l
families, i n thi s cas e th e Zha o clan , i n shapin g the narrative s o f the Zu o zhuan.

The Duk e o f Jin dreame d o f a  vengeful spiri t o f immense proportions , wit h it s
hair hangin g t o th e ground , beatin g it s ches t an d leaping . I t said , "Fo r yo u t o
murder m y progen y wa s no t righteous . I  hav e alread y gaine d permissio n fo r
revenge from the high gods! " Destroyin g th e great door an d the bedroom door ,
it mad e it s entry. Th e duk e wa s terrified , and entere d th e inne r chamber , an d
the spiri t destroyed its door also. The duk e woke u p and summoned th e shaman
of Mulberr y Fields . Wha t th e shama n describe d corresponde d exactl y t o th e
dream. Th e duk e said , "Wha t will happen? " H e replied , "Yo u wil l not [liv e to]
eat the grain of the new harvest! " The duk e fel l il l and sought doctor s from Qin .
The Qi n rule r sen t a  doctor name d Hua n t o trea t the duke . Befor e h e arrived ,
the duk e dreamed of his illness assuming the form of two boy s and saying to eac h
other, "H e i s a  skille d doctor , I  fea r h e wil l har m us , wher e ca n w e escape? "
One o f the m said , "W e wil l resid e abov e th e are a between th e hear t an d th e
diaphram, an d beneat h th e fa t a t the ti p o f the heart—wha t ca n h e d o t o us? "
The docto r arrive d an d said , "There i s nothing t o b e don e abou t th e illness . It
is above the are a between th e hear t and the diaphram , an d beneath th e fa t at the
tip o f th e heart—wher e i t ca n neithe r b e attacke d [wit h hea t treatment] , no r
reached [throug h acupuncture] . Medicine wil l no t ge t to it . There is nothing t o
be done. " The duk e said, "[He is ] a good doctor. " H e gav e him handsom e gift s
and sent him back. In the sixth month, on the bingwu  day, the Duke of Jin wante d
to tast e th e ne w grain . H e ha d th e officia l i n charg e presen t i t an d th e coo k
prepare it . He summone d the shama n o f Mulberry Fields, showed him [th e ne w
grain] an d ha d hi m killed . When h e wa s about t o eat , he fel t swollen , went t o
the privy , fel l in , an d died . A  eunuc h ha d dreame d in th e mornin g o f carryin g
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the duk e and ascending to heaven . At midday, he carrie d the Duke of Jin ou t of
the privy; thereupon he was killed to attend the duke in death. (ZZ Cheng 10.4)

The correspondence s betwee n th e Ji n ruler' s dream s an d th e account s o f th e
shaman and the doctor , an d that constructed betwee n hi s death an d the eunuch' s
dream, establis h th e publi c dimensio n o f dream s an d thei r interpretation . Th e
duke's two dreams are in some ways symmetrical opposites. One involves the sound
and fury of vengeance, the other surreptitious deliberation o n self-preservation. Th e
vengeful spiri t break s on e barrie r afte r another , progressivel y invadin g th e spac e
the duk e consider s his own. Th e directio n o f the movemen t i s inward. Th e tw o
boys, o n th e othe r hand , ar e externa l manifestation s of th e duke' s illness . The y
move outwar d fro m inne r space . Hidin g i n recesse s inside hi m tha t canno t b e
reached, they are nevertheless part of him. The dream of destructive agents emanat -
ing fro m withi n th e boundarie s o f the bod y i s then mor e acceptabl e tha n tha t o f
destruction b y a n outsid e force . Ther e i s a  residual sens e o f control , o f ownin g
one's illnes s an d possibl y death . Assertin g thi s autonomy , th e duk e trie s t o def y
the threa t o f th e spiri t an d th e shaman' s divination , bu t accept s th e doctor' s
diagnosis. This concern wit h human agency is echoed in the dream of the eunuch .
The duke , wh o trie s t o escap e hi s dream , end s u p havin g hi s grotesqu e deat h
dreamed b y another .

The interpretatio n o f dream s dramatize s th e passag e fro m privat e t o publi c
meanings basic to all interpretive act s in the Zuo zhuan. Once translated into words
of judgment, th e meanin g o r messag e of a dream become s implacable . Thu s th e
Lu dignitar y Shengb o trie s to contro l th e meanin g o f his dream, whic h seem s to
portend death , bu t fail s a s soon a s he dare s t o see k divination . Th e stor y i s tol d
in th e yea r o f his death:

Earlier, Shengb o dreame d o f crossing the Huan River . Someone gav e him agate
pieces a s food. H e wept , an d hi s tear s became agat e piece s tha t fille d hi s arms .
Following [thes e events ] h e san g this song : " I crosse d th e Hua n River , /  An d
was give n agat e pieces . /  Return ! Return! /  Agat e piece s filled my arms!" H e
was fearfu l an d di d no t dar e divin e [th e dream' s meaning] . Whe n h e returne d
from Zheng , i n th e yea r renshen,  h e reache d Lizhe n an d sough t divinatio n fo r
the dream , saying: "I was afraid o f death, that was why I  dare not see k divination .
Now a  multitude o f people hav e bee n followin g m e fo r three years , there i s no
harm [i n divination]." H e spok e [i.e. , divined ] abou t hi s dream, and died by the
evening. (Z Z Chen g 17.8 )

Shengbo fear s tha t hi s dream portend s death , becaus e agate pieces ar e put i n th e
mouth o f the dead . Afte r thre e year s durin g whic h th e numbe r o f hi s followers
grow, h e decide s that the drea m is already fulfilled i n his increasing following (i.e. ,
the agat e piece s symboliz e hi s followers) . I n pursuin g thi s logic , h e i s trying t o
control th e meanin g o f hi s dream . Th e momen t h e i s confiden t o f mastery ,
however, destin y mocks him. Once Shengbo seek s divination, th e meaning of his
dream a s death i s concretized i n words ; i t becomes public an d inescapable.
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Interpretation an d concomitan t idea s o f contro l an d orde r ar e a t ris k wit h
equivocal dreams that highlight disjunctions between differen t conception s of ritual
propriety. Apparently authoritative figures ma y give ritually improper command s
in a  dream.

Wei move d it s capital to Diqiu . Th e divinatio n said , "Three hundre d years." 13

Duke Chen g of Wei dreame d o f Kangshu [ancesto r of Wei] saying , "Xiang has
taken ove r m y sacrificia l offerings. " The duk e gav e order s t o offe r sacrifice s t o
Xiang. Nin g Wuz i oppose d this , saying , "Ghost s an d spirit s canno t partak e o f
sacrificial offering s no t fro m thos e o f the sam e kin. Wha t i s the matte r wit h Q i
and Kuai ? Xiang has not receive d sacrifice s her e fo r a  long time—We i i s not t o
blame. Yo u shoul d no t interfer e with sacrifice s prescribe d b y Kin g Chen g an d
the Duke o f Zhou. Pleas e change your decre e on sacrifices. " (Z Z Xian g 31.5 )

Xiang i s the grandso n o f the founde r of the Xi a dynasty . His former residence in
Diqiu, now the Wei capital , raises the question of whether he is entitled to sacrificia l
offerings fro m Wei . Nin g Wuzi maintain s that only state s descended from th e Xia
(Qi an d Kuai ) ar e responsibl e fo r sacrifice s t o Xiang . A t issu e i s whethe r th e
sovereignty o f spirit s and ancestor s is determined b y lineage s o r territoria l shifts .
Both options localize their power an d leave room fo r debate—hence the uncertain
authority o f Kangshu's dream injunction.

In som e case s th e misleadin g drea m seem s t o underlin e huma n agenc y an d
responsibility. Th e Ji n ministe r Zhao Yin g commit s adulter y with hi s nephew' s
wife Zha o Zhuangji . Hi s brothers, Zha o Ton g and Zhao Kuo , want to exile hi m
to Qi . Zha o Yin g maintains that despit e personal failings h e alon e can protect th e
Zhao cla n from the attack s by othe r clans.

Zhao Ying dreamed  o f a messenger from heaven sayin g to him , "Offe r sacrifice s
to me , an d I  shall bless you." H e aske d Shi Zhenbo abou t this . Shi Zhenbo said ,
"I d o no t know, " bu t afterwar d h e tol d hi s disciples, "The god s bless the goo d
and sen d calamitie s t o th e licentious . Licentiousnes s unpunished i s alread y a
blessing. With sacrifices , perhap s he wil l g o into exile. " He offere d sacrifice s an d
was drive n int o exil e the nex t day . (Z Z Chen g 5.1 )

The accoun t sustains two interpretations . Either i t shows how a  person's conduct
is the  ultimat e determinan t of  his  fate , so  promises of  blessings fro m heave n are
irrelevant, o r i t demonstrate s the equivocatio n o f the messag e from heaven . Th e
word "blessings " (fu ) ma y b e construe d t o mea n exile , becaus e i t amount s t o
escape from more severe punishment. Th e fac t tha t misconduct i s punished seems
to poin t t o a  highe r justic e delivere d throug h a  drea m messag e tha t i s eithe r
irrelevant o r equivocal . (Th e mor e disturbin g iron y o f Zha o Ying' s stor y i s its
broader context . Zha o Ying's prediction come s to pass . Hi s erstwhile lover Zha o
Zhuangi accuse s Zhao Tong and Zhao Kuo o f planning a rebellion, and the Zha o
clan i s almost totall y eliminate d \ZZ, Chen g 8.6|. )

The eqtiivoca l drea m i s mor e disturbin g whe n i t betray s a  righteou s man .
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Shusun Bao , wis e ministe r o f Lu , i s destroye d b y hi s dream . Th e stor y i s tol d
retrospectively i n th e yea r o f his death .

In th e beginning, Muzi [Shusu n Bao] lef t th e Shusun clan, reached Geng Zong ,
and me t a  woman. H e aske d he r privatel y to brin g foo d an d passe d th e nigh t
with her . Sh e aske d abou t his trip, and he tol d her . Sh e cried and sent him off.
He wen t t o Qi , an d marrie d a woman fro m th e Gu o clan , wh o gav e birt h t o
Mengbing an d Zhongren . H e dreame d o f being crushe d by heaven . Failing t o
hold out , he turne d around and saw a person, dark an d hunched, with deep-set
eyes an d a  sow-like mouth. He crie d out , 'Niu [bovine] , help me!' Thereupo n
he hel d ou t [an d won]. I n th e mornin g h e summone d his followers, bu t there
was no such person. He sai d to them, 'Mark this!'" [Hi s description of the figur e
in th e dream. ] Then Xuanb o [Shusu n Qiaoru, Bao' s brother] fled to Qi, 14 an d
Shusun Ba o sen t hi m food . Xuanb o said , "Lu , becaus e o f ou r ancestors , wil l
preserve ou r line . The y wil l certainl y summon you . What wil l yo u d o i f they
summon you?" He replied , "That ha s been my wis h for long." (Z Z Zha o 4.8 )

Shusun Ba o return s t o Lu , an d th e woma n o f Gen g Zon g present s hi m wit h a
son who m h e identifie s as the drea m figure . "Befor e askin g hi s name, h e calle d
him 'Niu, ' an d he answered , 'Yes' " (Z Z Zha o 4.8) . Niu , th e illegitimat e son ,
eventually plots the death of Mengbing and the exile of Zhongren, an d kills Shusun
Bao by denying hi m sustenance in his illness. Instead of being his helper, th e drea m
figure turns ou t t o b e hi s destroyer .

Yet eve n her e th e misleadin g drea m establishe s a new causality , for i t is based
on a n interpretive intent , a n attempt t o explai n th e downfal l o f a good an d wis e
man. Elsewher e i n th e Zu o zhuan  Shusu n Ba o i s known fo r hi s moral integrity ,
learning, an d perspicacious judgment. On e ma y also reconstruct th e mora l inten t
of th e drea m b y referrin g t o it s context . I s Shusun Ba o bein g punishe d fo r hi s
illicit liaiso n wit h th e woma n o f Geng Zong ? Bu t th e consequence s o f this on e
licentious ac t seem especiall y disproportionate whe n Shusu n Ba o i s compared t o
his elder brothe r Xuanbo . Reference s t o Xuanb o fram e th e dream : Shusu n Bao
leaves hi s cla n i n L u becaus e h e foresee s the balefu l consequence s o f Xuanbo' s
liaison wit h Mujiang , mothe r o f the L u rule r Duk e Cheng . Shusu n Bao return s
to Lu to take his brother's plac e and continue th e line. He als o leaves Qi withou t
notifying Xuanbo , apparentl y disapprovin g o f the latter' s new liaiso n with Shen g
Mengzi, mothe r o f Duke Lin g o f Qi.

The equivocal dream thus represents both hermeneutic limit s and the perceived
need t o explain . Shusu n Bao' s laps e o f judgment i s unaccountable withou t th e
dream. T o brin g th e equivoca l drea m int o th e narrativ e i s at once t o explai n ye t
not explain . O n on e leve l the drea m explain s Shusun Bao's misplace d trus t in his
illegitimate son , bu t thi s "explanation " als o turn s a  fla w o f characte r (lac k o f
judgment) int o something explained by an external cause (th e dream), which may
in tur n b e justifie d i n a  mora l schem e (a s punishment fo r a  licentiou s liaison),
albeit a n inconsisten t on e (considerin g th e fac t tha t hi s muc h mor e licentiou s
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brother, reference s to whom fram e th e account o f the dream , continue s t o enjo y
success an d honor wit h impunity) .

The narrative , told in the year of Shusun Bao's death, begins with the retrospec-
tive an d explanator y time marke r "i n th e beginning " (chu).  Afte r Ni u i s defeate d
and orde r i s restored, th e wor d ch u is used agai n to introduc e prophecie s abou t
Shusun Ba o tol d a t the tim e o f hi s birth; divination s based on th e Zhouyi  ar e all
borne out by later events (ZZ Zha o 5.1) . Even as Shusun Bao tries to contro l th e
meaning o f his dream by seeking out an d naming Niu, th e divinatio n show s that
the wor d itsel f is but par t of a sign determining hi s fate a t the momen t o f birth.15

By pointing to mysterious correspondences withheld fro m human understand -
ing, the misleadin g dream suggests an arbitrary determinism, whereby human s are
mere playthings of the gods. Paradoxically, by inviting or allowing different decod -
ing, the equivoca l dream also demonstrates how causality , signification, and inter-
pretation ca n be manipulate d by huma n beings . Th e equivoca l sig n thus sustains
two extreme s i n th e conceptio n o f human agency . Th e manipulatio n o f signs is
most eviden t i n th e ris e of Jin t o hegemony . I n 632 B.C. (ZZ X i 28.3) , Jin an d
Chu fough t a t Chengpu, i n on e o f the decisiv e battles of the Sprin g and Autumn
era. Jin won , an d Duk e We n o f Jin emerge d a s leader o f the feuda l lords , whil e
Chu wa s halted in it s northward an d eastwar d expansion.

The accoun t of the battle is framed by two dreams . On th e eve of battle, Duke
Wen o f Jin dream s that he i s struggling with th e Ch u ruler , and th e latte r force s
him to lie down while suckin g out hi s brain matter. The drea m terrifie s him , bu t
his minister Hu Yan offers a favorable interpretation: "Auspicious! Our sid e received
heaven, whil e Ch u ben t fac e dow n a s i f acceptin g punishment . W e have , i n
addition, softened him!" (ZZX i 28.3). Commentators cit e early medical texts that
define brai n matte r a s yin substance with softenin g properties . Th e "softening "
of the Chu ruler' s teeth by the Duke ofjin's brai n matter thus signifies the triump h
of guile an d diplomac y ove r brut e strength . Th e tric k o f apparently yieldin g i n
order to overcom e a n aggressive opponent i s a commonplace bot h i n writings o n
the ar t o f war (bingfd)  an d Daois t texts . Moreover, th e predator , b y virtue o f his
face-down position , seem s to b e punishe d fo r som e crime , wherea s th e victim ,
facing heaven, seems to be also receiving its favor. (There is evidence that in ancient
Chinese buria l rites the face-up position sometimes marked superior status . )  Th e
dream apparently portends disaste r but i s interpreted a s boding the opposite . Th e
discrepancy between surfac e an d meaning her e define s huma n agenc y in history .
Told before the battle, the dream's bearing on subsequent events implies determin-
ism. Yet the conflictin g interpretations surreptitiously restore choice and the sense
of open possibilities.

After th e battl e is over , w e ar e tol d abou t anothe r dream , tha t o f Ziyu , th e
Chu commande r an d prime minister .

In th e beginning , Ziy u o f Ch u ha d fashione d fo r hi s horse s agate-ornamente d
caps an d jade-adorned martingales , bu t ha d no t use d them. Befor e th e battle , h e
dreamed o f the go d o f the rive r sayin g to him, "Give them t o me ! I  will bestow
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on you th e marshe s o f Mengzhu."18 He di d not han d them over. Daxin [Ziyu's
son] an d Zix i [Ziyu' s clansman ] aske d Ron g Huan g to remonstrat e with Ziyu,
but h e [still ] di d no t listen . Rong Huang said, "On e woul d brave eve n death if
it were to benefi t th e country , let alone give up agat e and jade! These things are
mere dir t an d dung ! I f you ca n brin g succes s t o th e army , wh y regre t losing
them?" Ziyu did not listen . Rong Huan g came out an d told Daxin and Zixi: "It
will no t b e the god s who defea t th e prime minister. He take s n o pain s over the
affairs o f the people . Indeed he i s defeating himself! " (ZZXi 28.4)

Although bot h dream s supposedl y occu r befor e th e battle , thei r placemen t i n
narrative time defines differen t hermeneuti c perspectives. Duke Wen ofJin' s drea m
is an indeterminate sign , an enigmatic riddle based on th e rif t between surfac e an d
meaning. Because the reader is still at the threshold of action, such tensions suggest
open possibilitie s an d alternatives . I t i s no t clea r whethe r th e drea m "actually "
portends Jin's victory , or whether H u Yan' s interpretation embolden s Duk e We n
and influence s th e outcom e o f battle. The drea m o f the Ch u commande r Ziyu ,
on th e othe r hand , i s tol d afte r th e conclusio n o f th e battl e a s retrospectiv e
explanation fo r what transpired . I t serves the functio n o f closure.

In som e way s th e tw o dream s ar e symmetrica l opposites . Th e interpretatio n
of Duk e Wen' s drea m emphasize s huma n agenc y an d show s ho w signification
may be manipulated; Ziyu's dream , with a god's clea r but arbitrar y injunction that
is not obeyed , seems to define humans as passive victims of divine whims. I f Ziyu's
refusal indee d account s for hi s defeat , w e ar e face d wit h a  random determinism .
This i s not acceptabl e to th e Zu O zhuan author-editor(s)—henc e Ron g Huang's
attempt to link his defiance to a  general hubris and disregard for the people . Th e
simple structur e of command an d disobedienc e i n Ziyu' s dream i s a fitting final e
for thi s man , whos e single-minde d pursui t o f hi s goal s create s th e illusio n o f
freedom an d power untempere d b y an y awareness of forces beyond hi s control .
He is  described as "hard and  devoid  of  ritual propriety" (gang  er  wuli). Ziy u refuse s
to hee d signs ; with hi m intentio n an d execution ar e one. By contrast , the careers
of Duke We n an d hi s followers ar e dominate d b y th e them e o f doubling—w e
recall tha t Confuciu s describe s Duk e We n a s "craft y an d no t upright " (jue  er
buzheng)20 —and b y thei r skil l in manipulatin g signs.

Duke We n an d hi s coteri e tur n problemati c significatio n int o th e basi s o f
opportune an d morall y justifiabl e action. The y manipulat e th e doubl e live s o f
words and signs to achieve their goals and claim the moral high ground. Hu Yan' s
interpretation o f Duke Wen' s drea m i s thus concerned with the mora l definition
of the situation. The sequence in the text suggests a protopsychological explanatio n
for th e dream : the drea m is preceded by a  riddle (in the for m of a popular rhyme)
that fills Duke Wen with doubt , "Fields in fallow, lush and abundant, / Discardin g
the ol d and planning the new" (Z Z X i 28.3) . Th e riddl e i s not interprete d in the
text, bu t i t may be take n to mean tha t Jin i s turning against old allie s (Duke We n
was granted refuge i n Chu durin g his exile) and revelling in its new power . Henc e
Duke Wen' s question : "What abou t Chu' s benevolence? " To whic h Lua n Zhi ,
a Jin minister , replies, "Al l the kingdoms with th e surname of ji nort h of the Ha n
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River have been eliminate d b y Chu . Thi s i s to thin k bac k on smal l benevolenc e
and forget great shame—we ha d better engag e in battle!" (Z-ZX i 28.3) . Coming
in the wake of such discussions, Duke Wen's dream points to the moral ambiguity
of the confrontation . Jin i s turning against a former benefactor, and the drea m has
to b e mad e t o indicat e no t merel y Jin victor y bu t als o it s moral superiority : i t is
"receiving heaven " (detian) , whil e Ch u seem s to be acknowledgin g it s guilt in its
face-down position. The hegemonic enterprise—the struggle for supremacy among
the feudal lords—thus depends on the power to manipulate and control significatory
processes, to turn contingent words and events into omens. Through such interpre-
tive ingenuity, th e contingent , random, an d arbitrary aspects of human actio n and
calculations base d on concern s o f powe r fal l int o order , system , and dictate s of
ritual propriet y (li) , and als o acquire the forc e o f necessity.

If Hu Yan's interpretation of Duke Wen's dream shows how omens of legitima-
tion an d victory ar e constructed instea d of being simpl y received , th e capriciou s
(and covetous?) god of the river in Ziyu's dream points to the problematic authority
of som e drea m figure s an d drea m messengers . I n a  world populate d b y spirit s
and god s o f uncertai n hierarchy , i t i s no t alway s clea r wh y a  god' s command ,
delivered i n a  dream, shoul d b e obeyed . (Henc e Ziyu' s disobedienc e alon e doe s
not explain his downfall; Rong Huang has to turn to his flaws as a leader.) Elsewhere
in the Zu o zhuan, gods are sometimes partial and inconstant, betray their promises,
issue contradictory commands tha t violate ritual propriety, and ignore the conduc t
of th e supplicant . Both arbitrar y injunction s i n dream s an d ambiguou s dream s
amenable t o differen t decoding s lea d u s t o conside r th e scop e an d meanin g o f
skepticism in the  Zuo  zhuan. Such skepticism pertains not to  dreaming as symbolic
process but t o th e problemati c politica l implications of dream interpretatio n i n a
world o f values in flux and constan t struggle for power .

While in most examples in the Zuo zhuan the "transparency" of dreams unravels
causes an d consequence s and yields systems of order, there i s a parallel fascination
with opaque , equivocal , an d arbitrary dreams, whos e interpretatio n explore s th e
space betwee n cosmi c orde r an d rando m determinism , th e "Wa y o f Heaven "
(whatever higher destin y that enfolds) an d human endeavor . The ac t of interpreta-
tion itsel f thus embodie s th e struggl e fo r contro l ove r meaning . Pu t differently ,
the familiar formulation of determinism versus human agency applies to both action
and interpretation in the Zu o zhuan. The authorit y of interpretation derives eithe r
from preexisten t analogie s (yello w bea r refer s t o th e spiri t o f Gun ; ingestio n o f
agate pieces means death, etc.) that contribute to ritual and cosmic order , o r from
correspondences manipulate d i n th e interes t o f mora l justificatio n an d politica l
advantage (a s in Hu Yan' s interpretation o f Duke Wen's dream). Different mode s
and assumptions of decoding ma y well poin t t o divergen t source s or strat a o f the
text. The concern with ritual propriety and with power may represent the concerns
of Confucian, o r more broadly, traditionalis t schools and of protolegalist though t
(if I  ma y ris k suc h a n anachronisti c usag e ) , respectively . In thi s sens e th e Zu o
zhuan i s a kind o f contesting ground fo r differen t school s of political thought i n
the fifth and fourt h centurie s B.C. The fissure s an d tension s in th e tex t resul t from
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the copresence of, and struggle between, differen t way s of understanding and using
the past, different conceptions of language and rhetoric and , most urgently, differen t
solutions to th e crisi s of instability and disintegratio n a s represented by the event s
of those 25 5 years.

The Dreamability o f the World

The concern s underlyin g the  representatio n of  dream s in  the  Zuo  zhuan —the
necessity and hazards of interpretation, th e constructio n o f order an d system, th e
meaning o f human agency in history—find their logical opposites in the treatment
of dream s i n th e Daois t classi c Zhuangzi  (ca . fourt h century?), 23 whose "inne r
chapters" (th e first seven chapters) are roughly contemporaneous with , o r possibly
written abou t a  century later than , th e Zu o zhuan.  I n the Zhuangzi,  the dreamer ,
instead o f regardin g dream s a s signs t o b e decode d an d object s o f knowledge ,
dwells instead on the transition between dreaming and waking states, the experience
of dreaming, an d the meaning o f awakening. He ask s not whethe r th e world ma y
be read, but whether i t may be dreamed; not how he can know and act, but whethe r
knowledge an d action ar e possible. While the ide a o f dreams o f interpretation i n
the Zu o zhuan  signifie s th e longin g fo r readability , order , an d system , i n th e
Zhuangzi interpretatio n i s embedded i n th e paradoxe s associated with th e drea m
experience, bein g a t the sam e time elusiv e and palpable, opaque and transparent ,
a toke n o f both freedo m an d determinism .

Paradoxically, th e centralit y of dreams in th e Zhuangzi  is defined throug h th e
valorization o f the dreamles s state. In Chapte r 6 , "The Grea t Ancestra l Teacher"
(Da Zongshi),  Zhuangz i describe s th e "Tru e Bein g o f ancien t times " (g u zh i
zhenren):

Sleeping h e di d no t dream , awak e h e di d no t worry , eatin g h e wa s indifferen t
to fin e tastes , breathin g he di d from hi s deepest depth . .  . . The Tru e Bein g o f
ancient times did not kno w abou t taking pleasure in life, an d did not kno w abou t
abhorring death . Comin g forth h e was not glad , retreating he was not reluctant .
Briskly he came , briskly he left , an d that was all. He neithe r forgo t his beginning,
nor sough t hi s end. H e wa s glad to receive , an d forgetting , would retur n [wha t
he received] . Thi s i s called not usin g the mind t o harm the Way, no t usin g wha t
is human t o assis t what i s of heaven. Thi s i s called the Tru e Being." (ZhZ  6/48 )

The dreamles s state of the True Being is a consequence of his ultimate detachment .
He i s abl e t o regar d lif e a s contingent , a  mer e phas e i n a  proces s o f constan t
transformation. I n another passage from this chapter, Confucius25 uses the certainty
within a  drea m t o questio n th e sens e o f sel f and t o affir m th e detachmen t tha t
rises above th e distinction s betwee n dreamin g an d waking states .

Yan Hui 26 asked Zhongn i [Confucius] , "Whe n Mengsu n Cai' s mother died , h e
wailed with n o tears . His heart had no grief , an d in mourning h e had no sorrow.
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Without these three, he i s yet know n al l over Lu a s a good mourner . I s this no t
a cas e o f no t havin g th e realit y an d ye t obtainin g th e name ! I  fin d thi s mos t
strange." Zhongn i said , "Fo r Mengsu n ha s don e everythin g an d ha s advanced
into th e real m of knowledge. Th e inabilit y to simplif y som e things [such as the
emotions of life and death] means that some other [essential ] things are simplified .
Mengsun doe s not know what determines his coming into being, or what deter -
mines hi s death. H e doe s not kno w abou t advancing , he doe s no t kno w abou t
falling behind. I t is as if he is transformed into one thing waiting for transformations
he doe s not know—i s tha t not all? ! Moreover, soo n to be transformed, how can
he kno w abou t no t bein g transformed ! Soon t o b e untransformed , how ca n he
know abou t having been alread y transformed! Is it only you an d I  who hav e no t
begun t o awak e from ou r dream ? . . . Mengsun alon e i s awakened. People wail ,
and h e wail s also, and tha t is simply the wa y i t is . Moreover, thi s 'I ' i s no mor e
than what we us e with on e another . Ho w doe s one kno w wha t i s this 'I ' tha t I
call 'I'?  You  drea m of  being a  bird soaring in the  sky , you drea m of  being a  fish
sinking into dee p water . I  do no t kno w i f what I  am saying now ar e the word s
of th e awakene d o r th e dreamer . Reachin g fo r eas e i s not a s good a s laughter,
being adep t a t laughing is not a s good a s shoving asid e and movin g along . Res t
content i n shovin g asid e an d movin g alon g an d leav e behin d transformations,
then yo u ente r into th e onenes s of the empt y sky. " (ZhZ  6/58 )

The ide a of transformation (hud)  is burdened with the certaint y of death ("Hi s
shape i s transformed, an d hi s mind i s destroyed alon g with it . I s this no t a  great
sorrow?" [ZhZ  2/11] ) and the impossibility of certain knowledge ("For knowledg e
has to depend on something in order to be appropriate, and that which it depends
on i s never fixed " [ ZhZ 6/47]) . Constan t transformation s rende r th e notio n o f
"sincerity" implie d i n Ya n Hui' s questio n irrelevant . Simultaneousl y rea l an d
illusory, the drea m experience feeds both skepticism and the impetus for transcen-
dence. Fo r i t i s b y acceptin g emotions , beliefs , an d sens e o f sel f a s transitory ,
insubstantial, and dreamlike that one may be reconciled with the ultimate transfor-
mation, death. "The Grea t Ancestral Teacher" contains many references t o detach-
ment, forgettin g (wang),  an d "abstinenc e o f th e mind " (xinzhm),  ye t it s livel y
narratives als o describ e th e requisit e menta l somersault s fo r creatin g imaginar y
realms tha t wil l lead t o th e attainmen t o f such states . Th e ide a o f transformatio n
may be diveste d o f its negative echoes through activ e participation i n a  process:

One happen s upon th e huma n form , ye t on e delight s in it . A s for th e huma n
form, ther e are ten thousand transformations which d o not begin t o have a limit;
the joy therei n is , then, uncountable! The sag e therefore roams in the realm fro m
which nothin g ca n escap e an d wher e al l i s preserved . .. . "I f m y lef t ar m i s
gradually transforme d into a  rooster , I  wil l as k of i t th e hour s o f night ; i f m y
right ar m i s gradually transformed into a  pellet , I  wil l us e i t t o ge t a n ow l fo r
roasting. I f my buttock s ar e transforme d into wheels , I  wil l le t m y spiri t b e a
horse, an d s o I  wil l ride—wha t nee d woul d I  hav e for a  carriage ? For t o gai n
something i s a  matte r o f timing , t o los e something , a  matte r o f followin g th e
flow of things. Res t i n the righ t timing , be situate d t o follow the flow, and on e
will rio t b e invade d b y sadnes s an d joy. Thi s i s what o f ol d wa s calle d 'lettin g
loose o f the bonds. ' . . .  Now whe n a  great smith casts metal, if the meta l jumps
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and says, ' I have to be made into the Moye sword!'—the great smith will certainly
regard this as inauspicious metal. Now i f one by chance happens upon the human
shape, an d says , 'Human ! Human! ' th e make r o f transformation s wil l certainl y
regard this as an inauspiciou s person. Now i f one regard s heaven and eart h as a
great foundry, an d the maker of transformations a s the grea t smith, where would
I g o an d no t agree ? Suddenly asleep, i n a  trice I wake up." (ZhZ  6/51 , 54—55 )

Ultimate transcendenc e may be dreamless , bu t i t to o ha s to b e attaine d throug h
the abilit y to  drea m a  world , or  throug h menta l act s of  transformatio n crossin g
the boundarie s betwee n dreamin g an d waking states .

In th e Zhuangzi  th e "dreamability " o f the worl d issue s in tw o notion s o f the
self: the inconstant, arbitrary self, and the self transcending either-or, having attained
higher consciousnes s through "los s of self'; two modes o f reasoning and expression,
one emphasizing division and fragmentation, the other, unity and flux; two kinds of
language, one relative, partial, judgmental, th e other, a  new philosophical languag e
celebrating pla y and polysemy .

These question s are explored i n th e butterfl y drea m a t the en d o f Chapte r 2 ,
"On Seein g Things as Equal" (Qiwu  lun),  arguably the best-know n drea m i n th e
entire Chines e cultura l tradition :

Zhuang Zhou once dreamed he wa s a butterfly—-joyous an d carefre e i n being a
butterfly. Hi s heart's desire s were fulfilled, an d he did not kno w about [Zhuang]
Zhou. Al l o f a  sudde n h e wok e up ; ther e h e was , palpabl y an d irrevocably
[Zhuang] Zhou. He di d not know whether h e was [Zhuang] Zhou dreaming of
a butterfly , o r a  butterfl y dreamin g of bein g [Zhuang ] Zhou . Betwee n being
[Zhuang] Zho u an d bein g a  butterfly ther e must be a  difference . Thi s i s called
the Transformatio n o f Things. (ZhZ  2/23 )

The drea m i s totally remove d fro m th e contex t o f messages and moral s definin g
dreams i n th e Zu o zhuan.  Th e drea m doe s no t simpl y asser t the samenes s of lif e
and death , wakin g an d dreamin g states , or th e relativit y o f judgment. Th e fina l
statement defining the experience a s "the Transformatio n o f Things" is itself medi-
al, aspirin g no t t o th e stasi s o f samenes s bu t t o a  flu x encompassin g opposites ,
always strainin g t o transcen d itself . Th e ton e modulate s betwee n celebratio n o f
freedom fo r th e spiri t an d th e anguis h o f skepticis m an d mortality . Th e drea m
experience i s nondifferentiation and sublime forgetfulness ; "joyou s an d carefre e i n
being a  butterfly," Zhuan g Zho u seem s unencumbere d b y consciousnes s of th e
self an d thereb y attain s union wit h th e Dao . Bu t i t i s also a  kind o f deat h ("h e
did not know about [Zhuang ] Zhou") . The idea that the dreamer may be dreamed
by another ("H e di d not know whether h e was [Zhuang] Zho u dreaming o f being
a buttefly , o r a  butterfly dreaming o f being [Zhuang ] Zhou" ) mock s knowledg e
and th e sens e of freedom a s illusory.

The doublenes s of the butterfly dream echoes two notion s of the self developed
throughout th e chapter : one demolishe d a s inconstan t an d arbitrary , th e othe r
exalted as transcending either-or. I n order to undermine th e self , Zhuangz i breaks
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it u p int o composite , competin g parts . H e use s th e metapho r o f "music comin g
out of emptiness" (ZhZ  2/10)  t o demonstrate th e unaccountable, capricious trans-
formations of the human heart. "Without them [menta l states] there is no I, without
me they have nothing t o draw from" (ZhZ  2/10) . Th e mutua l dependence o f self
and othe r (bi , i.e., mental states ) undermines th e integrit y o f both. I t is not certai n
that the sel f is prior t o ever-changing menta l states. The sel f has no center , because
there i s no wa y t o establis h which orga n o r facult y shoul d b e hel d mor e dearly ,
which should be regarded as the "true lord" (zhenjun) o r "true controller" (zhenzai).
Its sources are unknown. It s inevitable fate i s unfreedom, death, and degeneration .

Yet earlier , in the beginning o f the chapter , Zhuangzi use s the same metapho r
of "musi c comin g ou t o f emptiness " t o celebrat e spontaneou s generatio n an d
heightened perception-consciousness . In that passage, on e o f the most remarkabl e
descriptions of noise in early Chinese literature , Nanguo Ziq i dwell s on the pipin g
of humans, piping of earth, and piping o f heaven. The pipin g o f earth, the myria d
noises made by wind blowing through bends , holes, and hollows o f various shapes
and sizes , i s describe d wit h suc h soun d an d fur y tha t w e sometime s forge t th e
supposed detachmen t o f th e speaker , Nanguo Ziqi . H e i s privy t o suc h musi c
because he ha s "lost himself : his body i s like withered wood , hi s heart like dea d
ashes. Eve n a s music come s ou t o f emptiness (rows of tubes, the myria d hollow s
and aperture s of th e huma n hear t and head) , Nangu o Ziq i ca n listen because h e
is emptie d o f hi s self and ha s attained a  higher leve l o f perception-consciousness .
The extende d descriptio n o f the piping of earth is followed b y a cryptic definition
of the pipin g of heaven: "Fo r tha t which blow s th e te n thousan d differen t voice s
makes eac h com e int o it s own , a s each o f itsel f takes fro m i t [accordin g t o it s
nature]. Thi s animator—wh o i s it?" (ZhZ  2/8) . Ther e ar e a t leas t thre e way s o f
interpreting th e pipin g o f heaven : a s the spontaneou s self-generatio n an d self -
functioning of the piping of earth and of humans;" th e generative force or principle
that fashion s th e pipin g o f eart h an d o f humans; o r th e balanc e betwee n "self -
engendering" (ziji)  an d the actualizing energy, between "self-choosing " (ziqu)  an d
the impellin g force . In al l three interpretation s the listene r play s a transformative
role. I n th e word s o f the Qin g commentato r Ya o Nai : "T o hi m wh o ha s lost
himself, th e myria d hollow s an d row s o f tube s ar e al l piping o f heaven " (ZhZ
2/9). Listenin g i s thus no t merel y passiv e receptio n o f the sensua l immediacy o f
sounds but als o active engagement i n philosophica l understanding .

The propositio n tha t loss of self heightens perception-consciousness i s a para-
dox tha t bring s ou t othe r paradoxe s in th e Zhuangzi.  Expressio n an d creatio n
depend a s much o n th e procreativ e void a s on act s o f choice, transformation , and
interpretation. Los s of self is dramatized through performance in fron t o f an audi-
ence. Nangu o Ziqi , fo r al l his obliviousness, indifference, an d self-forgetfulness , i s
quick to respond to his interlocutor Yancheng Ziyou. His state of being is quietistic,
but hi s language is elliptical, dramatic, performative, provocative. He ca n treat the
myriad voice s as equal becaus e all partake of , o r ar e translatabl e into , th e piping
of heaven, but in order to sec things as equal he has to rise above them by appealing
to th e categor y of the pipin g of heaven. The ide a of loss of sel f is in part a response
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to thi s contradiction . Bu t i t also coexists with th e sens e of higher consciousness .
All noises can be seen as equal, but Nangu o Ziqi' s ow n voic e deliberatin g on th e
nature of , and relationship between , th e piping o f men, earth , and heaven carries
more authority .

There is, then, a  symmetry t o the beginnin g an d ending o f the chapter . Even
as Nanguo Ziqi embarks on performative ruminations after his moment o f oblivion
and self-forgetfulness , Zhuangzi , afte r experiencin g los s o f sel f as the butterfl y in
the dream , ponder s an d give s a  nam e t o th e transitio n betwee n dreamin g an d
waking states . The apparen t moral o f the butterfly dream is that Zhuangzi an d the
butterfly, self-consciousnes s and it s negation , ar e equall y vali d manifestation s of
the Dao . B y the same token, th e moment whe n a  lucid intelligence expound s o n
the Transformation o f Things (wuhua)  i s no les s transcendent than th e momen t o f
undifferentiation and intuitive union with the Dao. The Transformation of Things,
by virtue of its mediatory function , transcends the logic o f either-or. Nevertheless ,
there i s a certain asymmetry between th e tw o state s o f being in th e parable . Th e
butterfly i s completely a t one wit h itself ; i t doe s no t as k whether i t i s Zhuangz i
dreaming o f bein g a  butterfl y or a  butterfl y dreaming o f bein g Zhuangzi . I t i s
upon waking that Zhuangzi poses the question, affirm s th e differenc e betwee n th e
two state s o f being, an d assert s tha t th e differenc e define s tw o pole s o f a  process
of transformation , itsel f par t o f th e grea t flu x o f al l things . Zhuangz i i s keenl y
aware of the irony implicit in this asymmetry. Transcendence i s a form of forgetting,
but philosophica l reflectio n and language are rooted i n remembering. Th e tellin g
of the butterfl y dream is thus itself a playful acceptanc e of the differentiatin g edge
of philosophy an d language .

Such acceptance is premised on a  distinction between tw o mode s o f reasoning
and expression, one emphasizing unity and flux, the other, division and fragmenta-
tion. Claimin g th e forme r fo r himself , Zhuangz i thu s develops tw o paralle l lines
of thinking in this chapter. One establishe s all knowledge, judgment, an d argument
as relative , partial , an d base d o n th e perspectiv e o f divisio n an d fragmentation .
The othe r differentiate s th e argument a t hand from other argument s by explorin g
the possibilit y o f a  new philosophica l language . Thes e tw o position s ar e in tur n
augmented by the two notions of the self discussed earlier: the inconstant, arbitrary
self, an d th e sel f transcendin g either-or , havin g attaine d highe r consciousnes s
through los s o f self .

In thi s chapter , "O n Seein g Thing s a s Equal," metaphor s transcendin g th e
logic o f either-or includ e "th e treasur y of heaven" (tianfu),  th e potter' s whee l o f
heaven (tianjun),  th e whetstone of heaven (tianni),  "proceedin g on two alternatives
[or walking on two roads]" (liangheng),  the axis of the Dao (Daoxu),  an d illumination
(ming). Th e treasur y of heave n i s knowledge o f "th e wordles s disputation , th e
untold way " an d thus transcends the oppositio n o f language and silence. Both th e
potter's whee l of heaven an d the whetstone o f heaven are images for harmonizin g
and mediating competing versions of truth. The axi s of the Dao is located where no
position can find its opposite. All are metaphors of flux, inclusivity , and mediation.
Translated into stylisti c terms , metaphors transcending either-or become premise s



34 Chin a an d Indi a

constantly revised , extended , overturned—statement s tha t cas t sidelong glances at
their opposites , and incorporate , pla y with, an d argue  agains t them. I n thi s sense
the ne w philosophica l languag e that Zhuangz i strive s for i s always dialogic, eve n
when h e i s speaking in hi s ow n voice . H e i s always responding t o a n imaginar y
interlocutor. Henc e hi s frequen t us e o f th e dialogu e form , b y whic h h e ca n
encompass differen t voice s an d challeng e hi s ow n conceptions . Th e contex t o f
interlocution als o establishe s speech a s a  playfu l concession , silenc e presumabl y
being preferred .

The presentatio n of dreaming an d waking state s as infinite regress, which ma y
be arreste d only with th e Grea t Awakening (dajue),  take s place within a  dialogue ,
which function s a s a bracketing device .

Qu Quez i aske d Chan g Wuzi , " I hav e hear d fro m th e Master , 'Th e sag e does
not appl y himself to an y affairs . H e neithe r hankers after profi t no r avoid s harm .
He take s no pleasur e i n acquisitio n an d follows no path . No t sayin g anything ,
he say s something ; sayin g something , h e doe s no t sa y anything, an d h e roam s
beyonds dus t and grime.' The Maste r regarded these as wild words, but I  consider
them th e Working of the Subtl e Way." Chan g Wuz i said , "This is what woul d
confound eve n th e Yello w Emperor , wh y woul d Qi u [Confucius ] understan d
it? Bu t you , too , ar e calculatin g too fa r in advance . You se e the eg g an d see k
the rooster , yo u se e the slingsho t an d seek the roaste d bird. I  shall speak for yo u
reckless words, you should listen recklessly. How about that? . . ." (Zh Z 2/20-21 )

Contexts o f quotation an d interlocution her e establis h a kind o f competition. Q u
Quezi claim s to be quotin g Confucius , a t the sam e time h e congratulate s himsel f
on havin g surpasse d Confucius, who doe s no t see m t o appreciat e o r understan d
his own descriptio n of the Daois t sage. What obtains is a rather tame summary o f
Daoist attributes, although for Confucius these are already "wild words" (menglang
zhi yan).  Chang Wuz i claim s tha t Q u Quez i anticipate s conclusions to o readily ;
in doin g so  he turn s Daoist transcendenc e int o final , conclusiv e stasis . By contras t
Chang Wuz i dramatize s th e transcendenc e o f opposite s a s the Daois t though t
process, with al l its pathos, anguish, and playfulness. H e begin s with a n invitatio n
to hypothesis : " I shal l speak for yo u reckles s words, yo u shoul d liste n recklessly .
How abou t that? "

Chang Wuzi's "reckles s words " mov e fro m declamatory splendor t o profound
skepticism. He give s his version of the Daois t sage : "Going by the side of the sun
and th e moon , holdin g unde r hi s arms space and time , mergin g wit h al l things ,
leaving aside all uncertainties, respecting the common run of humanity. The crowd
is toilin g an d anxious , th e sag e i s foolis h an d oblivious , see s throug h th e te n
thousand age s to form One Purity , affirm s th e myria d thing s and lets them enfol d
each other." But this authoritative accoun t is immediately followed by unresolvable
questions premised on th e certaint y of death and the impossibilit y of knowledge .
He seek s to trea t life an d death , waking and dreaming states, a s reversible doubles,
but preface s hi s comparisons with "Ho w woul d I  know . . . "
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How woul d I  know tha t to love life i s not a  delusion? How woul d I  know that
to hat e deat h is not lik e someone who , havin g lost his home a s a youth, knows
not th e wa y of return? .  . . How woul d I  know tha t the dead does not regre t his
initial longing for life? Thos e wh o drea m of drinking wine cry and weep in th e
morning; thos e who drea m of crying and weeping go huntin g in th e morning .
While w e ar e dreaming we d o no t kno w tha t we ar e dreaming. In ou r dreams
we tr y t o us e divinatio n to interpre t ou r dreams  [within dreams] . Only upo n
waking d o w e kno w tha t w e hav e bee n dreaming . And i t i s upon th e Grea t
Awakening tha t we kno w thi s is  our Grea t Dream. Yet  the  foolis h one s think
of themselve s as awake, furtivel y certai n o f thei r knowing. Ruler ? Herdsman?
How limited ! Confuciu s an d you ar e both dreaming . I  who cal l you dreaming
am als o dreaming . As for thes e words , their nam e i s Supreme Paradox. If afte r
ten thousand ages there is one meetin g with the Grea t Sage who know s how t o
explain this , i t woul d hav e bee n lik e waitin g betwee n mornin g an d evening .
(ZhZ 2/21 )

There is such urgency i n confronting mortalit y an d the uncertaint y o f knowledg e
that Chang Wuzi ca n only appea l to an Archimedean poin t ("th e Grea t Awaken -
ing," th e meetin g wit h th e Grea t Sage ) and an infinitely preciou s an d precarious
language ("th e Supreme Paradox, " diaogui] —all within the framework o f "reckless
words listene d t o recklessly. "

The movement between the first and second section s o f Chang Wuzi's speec h
(that is , the initia l accoun t o f the Daois t sag e and th e serie s o f question s o n lif e
and death , dreamin g an d waking) enact s the dialogi c proces s postulated earlier. A
declamatory statemen t wit h a n aura of finality, often itself radical and akin to wha t
we think of as "Daoist," is bracketed and (implicitly) questioned . Thi s is a recurrent
ploy i n th e Zhuangzi.  W e ca n see the sam e process , for example , i n thes e often -
quoted line s from the chapter: "Heaven and earth exist along with me, the myria d
things an d I  ar e one. " B y translatin g th e ide a o f "seein g thing s a s equal" int o
striking metaphors, Zhuangzi apparently reconciles opposites , abolishes differences ,
and redefines linguistic reference . But a s A. C . Graha m points out , thi s statement,
which has often been single d ou t a s summarizing a n essential aspect of Zhuangzi' s
thought, actuall y functions a s one referenc e poin t i n a n argumentativ e process .
For Zhuangz i follow s th e proclamatio n o f onenes s b y questionin g it s validity :
"Since onenes s i s achieved , shouldn' t ther e b e word s fo r it ? Sinc e onenes s ha s
been calle d such , how ca n there b e no words fo r it? Oneness an d the word make
two, tw o an d on e mak e three. " Th e ide a o f onenes s depend s o n language , ye t
language inevitably destroy s it . Instea d of simply assertin g oneness, Zhuangz i em -
phasizes the  nee d to  see  differences in  oneness , and  onenes s in  differences .

Chang Wuzi' s question s o n dreamin g an d wakin g states , life an d deat h thu s
dramatize th e flux and tension s inheren t i n processes of thought an d expression .
The reversibilit y o f thes e opposite s i s no t th e messag e t o b e distilled . Bu t thi s
commitment t o proces s an d th e strivin g t o g o beyon d th e outermos t limit s i s
deeply unsettling : we ca n in fac t neve r be certai n tha t we ar e not dreaming . Th e
same logic and pathos characterize Zhuangzi's earlier discussions of beginnings and
being. "Ther e is a beginning. There i s not ye t beginning t o be a  beginning. Ther e
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is no t ye t beginnin g t o b e a  not ye t beginnin g t o b e a  beginning" (ZhZ  2/16) .
The tw o antecedent stages to "there i s a beginning" ca n only be imagined verbally.
Words acquir e a new kin d o f independence fro m reference . The sam e exercise is
repeated with differen t emphasi s in the cas e of the opposite s "being" and "nonbe-
ing." "There  i s being. Ther e i s nonbeing. Ther e i s not ye t havin g begu n t o b e
nonbeing. There is not yet having begun to not yet having begun to be nonbeing .
Suddenly there is nonbeing, and I do not know whether 'there is nonbeing' acutally
means 'ther e being ' o r 'ther e no t being. ' I  have referred to something , an d I  d o
not kno w whethe r wha t I  have referre d t o actuall y refer s t o somethin g o r doe s
not refe r t o anything " (ZhZ  2/16-17) . What begin s a s meditation o n th e ide a of
infinite past, which undermines all notions o f origins, turns into a sudden confronta-
tion wit h a  logical contradiction and ends in a statement on skepticism. "Suddenl y
there is nonbeing": thi s is the language of immediate experienc e an d half-involun -
tary menta l engagement ; th e min d canno t cop e wit h infinit e regress , an d ha s to
seize o n somethin g a s a  provisiona l startin g point . Bu t th e statemen t "ther e i s
nonbeing" balance s precariously betwee n "ther e being" an d "ther e no t being. "
Hence th e fina l not e o f skepticism on th e possibilit y o f reference in language .

Like th e statemen t "suddenl y ther e i s nonbeing, " th e reference s t o Grea t
Awakening an d th e meetin g wit h th e all-comprehendin g Grea t Sag e i n Chan g
Wuzi's speec h functio n t o arres t infinit e regress . They represen t a  logica l an d
psychological necessity. Conversely, the reversibility of dreaming and waking states
and th e hypothetica l impossibilit y o f going beyon d dream s creat e an d challeng e
this necessity. By calling the language referring to such matters "Supreme Paradox, "
Zhuangzi is again claiming for himself a new philosophical language that celebrates
play and polysemy. The ide a that the worl d ma y be dreame d ca n lead to anguis h
and skepticism ; Zhuangz i confront s i t wit h a  new philosophica l languag e an d a
new conception o f subjectivity, turning it into a  token of human freedom, marked
not onl y by  sublim e self-forgetfulnes s of  the  dream—Zhuangz i is  "joyou s and
carefree in being a butterfly"—but also by the "Transformation o f Things" enacting
mediatory movement betwee n dreamin g and waking, lif e an d death, language and
silence.

The radical , dialectical ramifications of the idea of the dreamability of the world
in the Zhuangzi  may be better appreciated when w e compar e i t with th e "drea m
chapter" (Chapte r 3 , "Zho u Muwang " ["Kin g M u o f Zhou"]) i n a  later Daois t
text, the Liezi  (ca . A.D. third to fourth century?). Ther e are obvious parallels: the
concern wit h th e proces s o f dreamin g rathe r tha n th e conten t o f dreams ; th e
association o f dreams wit h powe r an d creation ; th e reversibilit y of dreaming an d
waking states . I n th e Liezi,  however , ther e i s a  greate r emphasi s on resolutio n
of contradictions. Henc e th e normativ e injunction s on restrain t and detachment .
This is evident in the openin g stor y of King Mu o f Zhou. King Mu i s transported
to realms of fantastic splendor through the aid of a Daoist magician (huaren, literally,
"the perso n who transforms") . Upo n Kin g Mu's retur n to hi s earthly palace, his
attendants tell him tha t his physical self has just been "lost i n absorption" (muocun).
The magicia n then explain s that the kin g has taken hi s journey i n spiri t and that
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the real m o f magical splendor h e beheld i n hi s dream visio n (o r hallucination) is
actually n o differen t fro m th e palace s an d park s tha t surroun d hi m ever y day .
Greatly pleased , the kin g n o longe r pay s attention to affair s o f state and indulges
instead in "distant wanderings" (yuanyou).  Hi s peregrinations take him t o the ends
of the world an d the realm s of immortals, unti l a t the feas t o f the Quee n Mother
of the  Wes t he  has  a change of  heart and  decide s to  tur n back . "Alas ! Instead of
perfecting an d accumulating my virtue, I , the lone one , hav e been indulgin g i n
music and pleasure. Posterity surely will judge m e for my lapses!" (LZ 5/70). Th e
power o f subjectivity to creat e another world ca n thus yield bot h argument s for
excess and "distan t wanderings" (becaus e worldly responsibilitie s and attachments
would no t matter ) an d fo r restrain t (becaus e th e freedo m t o drea m o r imagin e
another world allows the acceptance of present constraints). The tex t presents both
alternatives, bu t th e latte r i s affirme d wit h th e additiona l weigh t o f imperatives
from mora l categories.

A dominan t them e i n thi s chapte r i s the reversibilit y of , and th e problemati c
boundary between, dreaming and waking states. But whereas the Zhuangzi  situates
this in a  matrix o f opposed conceptions o f self , language , knowledge, an d experi -
ence, th e Liezi  presents this as a problem t o b e solved . One stor y tells how a  rich
man mistreats an old servant, who i s nevertheless content because his daytime toils
and tribulations are replaced by dreams of royal power and pleasures at night. Th e
rich man , fo r hi s part, dreams o f being a n abused and overworke d servan t every
night, an d i s therefore disturbed and ill . Hi s frien d chide s hi m fo r tryin g t o see k
satisfaction i n both wakin g an d dreamin g states , whereupo n h e alleviate s the lo t
of his servant, and his own conditio n als o improves. A potentially epistemologica l
problem thu s become s a  mora l problem . Th e relativizatio n of hi s wakefu l stat e
instills a  sens e o f distanc e regardin g hi s power , whic h h e i s consequentl y les s
inclined to abuse.

In anothe r famou s story , a  woodcutter fro m Zhen g come s across a  deer, kills
it, an d ha s it hidden . H e late r fail s t o fin d it , an d think s the whol e inciden t ha d
been a  dream. Someone wh o hear s of his account follows the direction s and finds
the hidden deer . "He sai d to his wife, 'Th e woodcutte r dreame d of getting a deer
and knew not wher e i t was, and now I  have found it. He reall y dreamed i t then. '
His wife said, 'Maybe you dreamed about the woodcutter getting the deer. Perhaps
the woodcutter doe s not exist . Now tha t you hav e found the deer , perhaps your
dream ha s turned ou t t o be real. ' The husban d said, ' I go t the deer—wh y need s
one kno w whether h e dreame d o r I  dreamed?' The woodcutte r neve r quit e go t
over th e deer . Tha t nigh t h e dreame d o f the plac e where h e hi d it , an d o f th e
person who foun d it. " Whe n th e tw o claimant s bring the cas e before the court ,
the judge decide s to divide the deer between them . Hearin g about this, the Zhen g
ruler exclaims , "He! Perhap s the judge dreamed  o f dividing a  deer fo r people? "
When consulted, the prime minister says , "Dreaming o r not dreaming: your subject
cannot distinguis h that. I f you "wis h t o distinguis h dreamin g an d wakin g [states] ,
only the Yello w Empero r an d Kong Qi u (Confucius ) [woul d know howj . No w
that th e Yello w Empero r and Kong Qi u ar e gone, who ca n distinguis h this ? W e



38 Chin a and Indi a

would d o well t o follo w th e words o f the judge" (L Z 5/75-76) . Each new twis t
to thi s story develop s becaus e dreams ar e take n fo r wakefu l events, an d wakefu l
events for dreams . Fina l distinctions are possible only fo r ancien t sages , now dea d
and gone. Th e judge's decisio n to divide the deer between the contending parties,
who hav e bot h bee n deceive d b y dreamin g a s well a s by wakin g states , thu s
undermines the viability of hierarchizing, or even differentiating between, dreamin g
and wakin g states . Insofa r a s the solutio n i s presented a s judicious, however , w e
reach the stasi s of identity a t the en d o f the stor y (comparable t o th e convergenc e
of King Mu's hallucinatio n with his actual abode), in contrast to the "Transforma -
tion of Things" in the butterfly dream, which suggest s movement an d mediation .

The normativ e ben t i n the Liezi  i s also traceable in th e geograph y tha t chart s
the duration of dreams. In the far southwest is the kingdom of constant somnolence.
Its inhabitants wake u p onl y onc e i n fifty days. They conside r dream s reality, and
reality, dreams. In the fa r northeast is the kingdom o f constant wakefulness, whose
inhabitants are harsh, aggressive, and competitive. The  centra l kingdom is  the land
of variety, regularity, abundance, talents, and ritual propriety. Dreaming and waking
in balance d measure , it s inhabitants conside r dream s dreams , an d reality , reality .
On on e level this geographical account establishes and relativizes different perspec -
tives o n dream s an d dreaming . Bu t t o th e exten t tha t th e centra l kingdo m i s
described mos t sympathetically , it i s also upheld a s the norm . Althoug h th e Liezi
explores dreamin g a s symboli c process , its classificatio n o f dream s accordin g t o
their genesi s in certain emotions o r objects contiguous to th e dreamer is curiously
pedestrian (L Z 5/73) . Whereas th e Zhuangzi  use s the idea of the dreamabilit y of
the worl d t o questio n receive d categorie s o f self , knowledge , an d language , th e
Liezi posit s i t t o underlin e th e convergenc e o r identit y o f differen t realm s o f
experience. Onc e the dreamer recognizes this, subjective projection in dreams and
illusion become s th e venu e fo r restrain t (L Z 5/70) , detachmen t (L Z 5/78) , o r
magical power (L Z 5/72) .

Afterthoughts

In th e histor y o f Chinese literature , i t is the ide a of the dreamabilit y o f the world
that has more important ramifications, but its urgency is derived from the imperativ e
of interpretation an d contro l implie d i n th e ide a o f the readabilit y of the world .
The tensio n betwee n th e palpability o f dreams and the urgenc y o f message often
define the  literary representation of  dreams. Daoist and Buddhist storie s apparently
urging renunciation tel l of lives lived in a dream: the logic hinges on the dreamer' s
realization tha t i f th e passion s and vicissitude s o f lif e ca n b e experience d i n th e
brevity o f a  dream, the y ar e then illusor y o r unrea l an d shoul d b e treate d wit h
detachment.

However, i n contradistinction to the stated logic of such stories, enlightenmen t
is of the moment , whil e th e drea m i s represented a s duration. Th e palpabilit y o f
the drea m a s aesthetic illusio n challenge s the messag e of detachment . Moreover,
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it is much easie r to empathiz e with attachment than with detachment—insofar as
empathy is based on mental and emotional engagement, empathy with detachment
is a contradiction in terms . The inheren t contradictions in both the Buddhis t idea
of dispassionate compassion and the simultaneous fulfillment an d transcendence of
desire in the Daoist immortal often unfol d in dream stories ending with Daoist o r
Buddhist enlightenment .

Later reworkings o f the ide a o f "life a s dream" or "passion s lived in a  dream"
become increasingly focused on the contradictions of enlightenment and the ambig-
uous role of the aestheti c illusion itself . Th e eighteenth-centur y masterpiece, Th e
Story o f th e Stone  (Shitouji,  als o know n a s Th e Dream  o f th e Red Chamber  [Honglou
meng]), i s probably th e mos t remarkabl e exampl e o f thi s dialecti c o f drea m an d
reality, ar t and life , passio n and enlightenment , nostalgia and knowledge. In some
ways the insisten t analogies between dreaming, imagining, remembering, and the
activities of reading and writing still ring with echoes of the paradoxes of experience,
knowledge, and language already embodied in the butterfly drea m in the Zhuangzi.

Notes

1. Th e receive d tex t o f the Zu o zhuan  purports to b e a n exegetica l commentary o n
the Chunqiu  (Spring  an d Autumn Annals),  attributed t o Confucius . Material s are presented
year b y year , i n a  strictl y chronological order . Li u Xi n (5 0 B.C.-A.D. 23) seem s to hav e
beem the first to "use th e tex t of the Zu o Commentary  Tradition  t o interpret the Classic  [i.e. ,
Chunqiu]"; se e Ban G u (A.D . 32-92) , Han shu (1983: 36.1970) . I t i s almost certain that th e
Zuo zhuan  and the Chunqiu  were separat e texts to begin with , an d the decisio n o f Du Y u
(222-84), th e grea t Zu o zhuan  scholar and commentator , t o collat e th e tw o text s resulted
in Zu o zhuan narratives interrupted by the tex t o f the Chunqiu.  However, th e presence of
Chunqiu-style notation s in th e Zu o zhuan  (some of which d o no t appea r in Chunqiu  itself )
and th e intrinsi c logic o f the chronologica l arrangemen t attes t t o a  significant connectio n
between th e Zu o zhuan  an d Chunqiu  o r annalisti c accounts i n tha t style . Fo r a  complet e
English translation, see Legge 1872 ; fo r a more recen t translation , see Watson 1989 ; a  new
complete translation is being prepared by Stephen Durrani, Wai-yee Li, and David Schaberg
for th e serie s "Chinese Classic s in Translation, " t o b e published by Yale University Press .
Citations fro m Zu o zhuan  refe r t o Chunqiu  Zu o zhuan  zh u (hereafte r ZZ),  Yan g Bojun,
ed. (1981) . Al l translations in thi s essay ar e my own .

2. Th e strictl y chronological arrangement means that episodes that belong t o differen t
narrative sequences are presented contiguously . T o follo w a n even t (fo r example, th e ris e
or fal l o f a state, an intrigue, a  rebellion, o r a  war) as it unfolds , th e reade r has to constantl y
refer t o othe r section s or b e alread y familiar wit h th e text . Th e for m o f the presen t tex t
may b e a  consequenc e o f cuttin g u p an d reshapin g existing materials into a  commentar y
tradition o f the Chunqiu,  or th e tex t migh t hav e develope d fro m a  need t o elaborat e and
explain crypti c entrie s i n annalisti c traditions (whic h ma y includ e th e Chunqiu  a s well as
similar annal s from othe r states) .

3. T o giv e on e o f numerou s examples: Duk e Hu i o f Jin i s "slac k an d inattentive "
(duo) whe n h e receive s the ceremonia l jade signifyin g roya l recognition (ZZ,  Xi 11.2) . O n
the basi s o f thi s gestur e Historian Guo predict s (correctly) that "th e Lor d of Jin wil l have
no progeny " becaus e th e gestur e signifies lac k o f respect for himsel f and fo r ritual .
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4. Duk e Li , the forme r rule r o f Jin, wa s murdered b y Xu n Ya n (Z Z Chen g 18.1) .
The guil t o f Xun Ya n i s open t o disputatio n because Duke L i had threatened to eliminat e
Xun Yan' s clan , and Xun Ya n wa s arguably actin g i n self-defense.

5. Tha t is , the militar y expeditio n agains t Qi .
6. Th e wor d song  ma y sugges t lega l uncertainty , bu t Xu n Ya n emerge s a s a mor e

sympathetic characte r in thi s account . H e seem s more concerne d wit h th e fortune s of the
state (i.e. , the wa r agains t Qi) tha n with hi s own death , both i n hi s prayer t o the rive r go d
and a s an unappease d spiri t afte r deat h (Z Z Xian g 18.3 , 19.1) . Duk e Li , o n th e othe r
hand, i s presented a s ruthless and misguide d i n hi s attemp t t o establis h a  more centralized
bureaucratic governmen t b y eliminatin g th e powerfu l clan s i n Jin. Th e negativ e imag e o f
Duke L i is consistent wit h th e emphasi s on reciprocit y i n ruler-subjec t relation s and, mor e
specifically, th e sympathetic treatment o f ministerial dominance, especiall y in Jin, in the Zuo
zhuan. Tong Shuye (1980 : 59—61 , 72, 270) gives an incisive discussion of this phenomenon .

7. Se e Du Yu' s annotatio n i n Chunqiu  Jingzhuan jijie (1986 : 943) .
8. Duk e Xiang' s trip , bu t no t th e dream , i s mentioned i n Z Z Xian g 28.12 .
9. Menciu s mention s th e Duk e o f Zhou' s militar y expeditio n agains t Ch u i n hi s

exegesis o f temple hymn s fro m Lu , bu t n o suc h campaig n i s mentioned i n th e Documents
(Shang shu).  The Y i Zhou  shu may be referrin g t o Ch u whe n i t mentions campaign s agains
the Xion g clan s (Chapter 48 , "Zu o Luo, " se e Zhu Youzeii g ed. , Y i Zhou shu jixun jiaoshi,
in Shixue  congshu  2/ 1 [Shiji e shuju, n.p. , n.d.] , 127) . Takezo e Teru o discusses these textual
problems i n Saden  Kaisen  (1961) , Zha o 7/57 .

10. Thi s emphasi s is obvious in many modern account s of the Zhen g statesman. When
Zishen predicts fire in Song, Wei, Chen , an d Zheng on the basis of astrological observations,
Bei Za o ask s Zichan t o us e jade utensil s as sacrificial offering s t o war d of f disaster. Zicha n
refuses (Z Z Zha o 17.5) . Fir e break s ou t i n Zhen g i n th e followin g year . Be i Zao make s
the same request and Zichan refuse s again with thes e oft-quoted words : "Th e wa y of heaven
is far, the wa y of humans i s near. Ho w ca n one reac h th e other ? How ca n one b e know n
[through th e other]? " Fir e does not brea k ou t agai n (ZZ Zha o 18.3) . During a  great flood
in Zheng , dragon s fight (with on e another ) a t the deep s o f the We i Rive r outsid e th e Shi
gate. Th e peopl e o f Zheng as k Zichan t o offe r sacrifice s t o them . Zicha n refuses , saying ,
"When w e fight , th e dragon s d o no t watc h us . When dragon s fight , wha t i s there fo r us
to watch ? As for sacrifice s [urgin g departure] , tha t plac e i s their home . I  have nothin g t o
ask o f th e dragons , th e dragon s als o hav e nothin g t o as k o f me " (Z Z Zha o 19.10) . I n
these instances , th e agrumen t fo r noninterferenc e i n differen t sphere s o f phenomena an d
experience doe s no t preclud e th e exercis e of interpretive powe r whenever practicable .

11. Accordin g t o Yang Bojun , th e words "ghost " and "return" (bot h pronounced gu i
in modern Chinese , bu t i n differen t tones ) shar e the sam e rhyme an d also sound simila r i n
ancient Chines e (ZZ,  1292) .

12. Se e Zhou li ("Xiaguan," "Sishi" ) an d Liji  ("Tangon g xia, " "Liyun, " "Jiao te sheng" )
in Liji  Zheng  zhu (1981) , pp. 30 , 78, 89. In the cosmologica l system of the Zhouyi  tradition ,
the sout h i s associated with th e sun , brightness (tning),  th e revelatio n o f myriad things , and
the rul e o f a  sag e king . Se e "Shuogua " i n Zhouyi  Wang  Ha n zhu,  Sib u beiya o editio n
(1985), 2a, and the image o f hexagram thirty , l i ,  in Zhouyi  Wang  Ha n zhu, j.3 llb-12a .
These sources are cited i n F u Zhenggu (1993 : 210) .

13. Her e w e hav e one o f the unfulfille d prophecie s i n the book . We i last s for anothe r
420 years . This i s sometimes adduce d a s one o f th e proof s tha t th e Zu o zhuan  decidedl y
predates th e thir d centur y B.C. , when Diqi u stop s bein g th e We i capita l wit h th e fal l o f
the We i house .

14. Shusu n Qiaor u ha s adulterou s relation s wit h th e l. u ruler' s mothe r Mujian g an d



Dreams o f Interpretation i n Early Chines e Writing s 4 1

plots agains t the dominan t Jisu n clan . H e flee s t o Q i whe n hi s conspiracie s ar e exposed
(ZZ Chen g 16.5 , 16.11) .

15. Whe n Shusun Bao is born, his father obtains "ming  qi  (mingyi zh i qian,
i.e., th e las t line o f the mingyi  hexagram , which , i f broken instea d o f whole , woul d hav e
changed mingyi  int o qian)  i n divination. Th e diviner' s interpretatio n enlarges on th e images
of drooping wings , starvation, and slander in the lin e statement of the las t line o f the mingyi
hexagram. Th e mingyi  hexagra m i s a combination o f the ku n and l  trigrams, whic h
are both associated with th e sig n of the bovine . Fo r th e translatio n of zh i a s possessive, see
Edward Shaughness y (1983: 84-92 ) an d Kidde r Smit h (1989 : 425-426) .

16. Se e comments by Zhao Xu n an d Du Y u i n ZZ, 459 . Takezo e Teru o cite s medi-
cal text s whic h clai m tha t anima l brain s ca n caus e paralysi s an d refer s t o th e "Neize "
chapter of the Liji,  whic h stipulate s that pig brains be removed . Zhen g Xuan's annotatio n
points ou t it s harmfu l effect s (Liji  Zheng  zhu 1981 : 98 ; se e Takezoe  Teruo  1961 , X i 28 /
20-21).

17. Yan g Bojun observe s that a t the Banp o archaeological  site , bodies o n thei r backs
were burie d wit h accompanyin g item s tha t indicate d a  higher status , while bodie s facin g
downward ha d no suc h burial item s (ZZ , 459) .

18. Th e Marshe s of Mengzhu ar e in Song , a  nearby state that Chu i s about t o besiege.
19. Fo r Ziyu' s harshnes s as a commander, se e ZZ X i 27.4 .
20. Analects  14.15 . "Duk e Wen o f Jin wa s crafty an d no t upright ; Duk e Hua n o f Q i

was upright an d no t crafty. "
21. Recal l Nin g Wuzi's assertio n tha t "ghost s an d spirit s cannot partak e o f sacrificia l

offerings fro m those not of  the sam e kin" (ZZ  Xi  31.5) . Thi s ide a is echoed in  othe r parts
of the Zu o zhuan,  wher e localized , particularized deities overseeing specifi c ancestra l lines
seem to be th e rule . Thus peopl e spea k of becoming hungr y ghost s when thei r progeny is
eliminated (Z Z Xua n 4.3 ) o r whe n the y refus e t o atten d t o sacrifice s offere d b y thei r
descendants (Z Z Xian g 20.7) . When th e L u ministe r Zan g Wenzhon g offer s sacrifice s t o
seabirds tha t stop a t the eas t gate of Lu, he incur s the criticis m o f Zhan Qin , wh o explain s
in a  long speec h ho w sacrifice s shoul d b e determine d b y lineage s an d accomplishment s
(Guoyu Lu  1.9) . See  als o the  descriptio n of  sacrificia l distinction s for person s of  differen t
ranks i n th e Liji,  "T o offe r sacrifice s t o who m on e shoul d no t offe r sacrifice s i s called
licentious sacrifices [yinsi] . Licentious sacrifices bring no blessings" ("Quli xia," i n Liji  Zheng
zhu 1981 : 16) ; an d Analects  2.2 4 (Confuciu s 1927) , "T o offe r sacrifice s t o inappropriat e
spirits i s to curr y favor."

22. Xia o Gongquan (1982 : 229-230) discusses the development o f protolegalist thought
in th e Sprin g an d Autumn era , especiall y in Jin an d Zheng.

23. Fo r a  complet e Englis h translation , se e (Watso n 1968) . Graha m (1986 ) translates
the first seven chapters , with illuminatin g critica l essay s o n th e Zhuangzi.

24. Citation s refe r to Zhuangzi  zuanjian  (hereafte r ZhZ),  Qia n Mu , edito r (1951) .
25. I n th e Zhuangzi,  Confuciu s functions eithe r a s a foil to , o r a n exponen t of , Daois t

attitudes.
26. Confucius' s most esteeme d disciple .
27. Se e comments b y Guo Xian g an d Cheng Yuanying, i n Zhuangz i (1982 : 1:50) .
28. Se e Graham (1969-70 : 150) .
29. Fo r the datin g of the Liezi,  se e Graham 1986 : 242-245 .
30. Citation s are from Liezi yizhu (hereafte r LZ), Ya n Beiming an d Yanjie, eds . (1986).
31. "I , th e lon e one " (y u yiren)  i s a conventiona l way fo r a  rule r t o refe r t o himself .
32. Th e distinctio n of six kinds o f dreams is derived from th e "Chunguan " chapte r in

the Zhou  li .

's "
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Dreaming the Sel f
in Sout h Indi a

David Shulma n

Once ther e wa s a  cit y tha t wa s swallowe d u p b y th e sea . The disaste r was no t
entirely unexpected , fo r a  conditiona l curs e had lon g befor e bee n lai d upo n th e
place, a  curse connected t o th e dependabl e huma n potentia l fo r forgetting: if the
king were eve r t o forget to celebrat e the festiva l o f the go d Indra, th e cit y woul d
be floode d an d destroyed . Clos e t o th e event , ther e wer e signs—dreamlik e an -
nouncements an d prophecies—tha t th e conditio n wa s about t o b e fulfilled . Bu t
in th e en d i t was , a s usual, a  matte r o f to o muc h loving , an d longing , an d th e
inevitable sorro w tha t the y entail .

The cit y wa s Pukar , als o know n a s Kaverippumpattinam, a n ancien t Tami l
seaport o n th e shore s o f the Ba y of Bengal. Th e kin g wa s the grea t Chol a wh o
fell i n love wit h a  woman fro m th e nethe r worl d o f the serpents—a n impossibl e
union, consumin g i n al l ways. Sh e lef t hi m t o retur n t o he r mysteriou s domain,
promising onl y t o sen d hi m on e da y the so n who woul d b e bor n ou t o f thei r
love. An d s o she did : th e bab y wa s entruste d t o a  ship o f merchant s sailin g th e
sea, bu t th e shi p was wrecked an d the baby lost . When the king heard th e tragi c
news, h e was so overcome wit h grief—a double loss, doubly unbearable—tha t h e
forgot hi s duties , forgo t t o celebrat e th e festival . So Indr a ordere d th e goddes s
Manimekhala, deit y o f seafarers , t o drown  th e city .

There is an important seque l to thi s story. Though Pukar was lost forever, the
child wa s eventuall y washed ashor e no t fa r to th e north , wher e h e becam e th e
king of Kancipuram—one of the grea t historic centers of south Indian civilization
and, in th e middl e o f the first milleniurn A.15. , a n important sit e fo r Buddhist cult
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and learning . S o the origi n o f kingship i n Kancipura m wa s somehow boun d u p
with the flooding o f the olde r roya l capita l to th e south , an d with th e notion of
another king' s passio n and forgetting . Kancipura m wa s also , i t seems , th e plac e
where th e lon g Tami l narrativ e poem calle d Manimekalai,  whic h wil l concer n u s
here, wa s composed, perhap s i n th e sixt h century , t o tel l th e stor y o f the floo d
and another , mor e complicate d stor y a s well, abou t a  young courtesa n who , i n
effect, dream s her wa y towar d th e Buddhis t path .

Manimekalai i s a book o f dreams and dreamlik e modes . I t i s attributed, almos t
certainly b y expressiv e retrojection o n th e par t o f the Tami l tradition , t o a  poe t
named Kulavanikan Cattanar, known to us from th e ancient anthologies o f shorter
poems. W e wil l hav e mor e t o sa y about thi s attributio n an d th e rol e playe d b y
the allege d author . It  is  also the  onl y Tami l Buddhis t wor k to  survive , and  one
of th e mos t lyrica l an d movin g o f al l classica l Tami l poems . I n th e backgroun d
one senses , throughout , th e impendin g destructio n o f Pukar, fo r th e reaso n just
described: this is both leitmotif an d backdrop to the story of the heroine's unfolding .
Since her stor y is so intricate, told in a  strange forward-backward oscillation , fille d
with flashbacks to earlier lives—and since the dream logic it embodies i s intelligible
only i n the context o f this narrative—I will begin with a rough and much reduce d
summary o f its major contours . The reade r should bear in mind tha t the story also
branches out continuousl y int o variou s secondary and embedded narratives , some
of them highly resonan t wit h the  centra l drama .

Manimekalai, th e heroine , name d afte r th e sam e goddess of seafarers (Manimekh -
ala),1 wa s the daughte r o f the courtesa n Matavi an d he r love r Kovalan . Kovala n
had bee n killed , throug h tragi c mistake , by th e kin g o f Maturai i n th e fa r south
of the Tami l country ; hi s wife, Karmaki, enraged a t the los s o f her husband , tor e
off her lef t breas t and hurled i t a t the cit y of Maturai, burnin g i t to ashes . Kannaki
then becam e a  goddess worshiped i n a  temple fa r to th e west , i n Vanci . Thes e
events were known t o the young, future courtesan Manimekalai as she was growing
up in Pukar, and the vast sorrow the y represented turned he r heart away from th e
world, towar d renunciatio n an d th e searc h for truth .

She was a beautiful woman , an d he r metaphysica l ben t wa s deeply disturbin g
to the courtesans , and others, in Pukar (especiall y to her grandmother Cittirapati) .
Moreover, the Prince o f Pukar, Utayakumaran, was passionately in love with her .
One da y h e pursue d he r int o th e publi c garden , wher e sh e ha d gon e t o pic k
flowers with he r companion , Cutamati . T o escap e th e attention s o f the prince ,
Manimekalai too k shelte r i n a  crysta l pavilion , wher e sh e could b e see n bu t no t
touched. In despair, the prince went home. But that night the goddess Manimekhala
herself spirite d th e sleepin g Manimekala i awa y t o a n islan d calle d Manipallava m
in th e middl e o f the sea . At th e sam e time , th e goddes s appeare d t o th e princ e
and urge d hi m t o renounc e hi s passion for th e girl . Sh e als o woke u p Cutamat i
and informe d he r o f Manimekalai' s disappearance, explaine d tha t th e tim e ha d
come for Manimekalai to follo w th e Buddhist path, and promised that the youn g
woman woul d retur n t o Puka r i n disguise . Late r o n thi s sam e nigh t o f eeri e
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revelations, a  painted pillar in the publi c hall began speaking , telling Cutamat i th e
story o f her forme r life .

On th e island , Manimekala i discovere d a  Buddhist shrine ; approaching it, she
suddenly remembered al l that had happened in her previous life. Soo n th e goddess
Manimekhala hersel f appeare d an d confirme d thes e memories ; sh e als o taugh t
Manimekalai mantras that allowed her to fly through the air and to take on whatever
form she wished. The guardia n goddess of the island , Tivatilakai, als o materialized
before Manimekalai ; at her instruction, Manimekalai received from a pond i n th e
shrine a  magica l bowl , Amuta-curapi , whic h produce d inexhaustibl e supplies of
food. This bowl had once belonged to a renegade Brahmin named Aputtiran, who
was abandoned b y hi s mother an d nursed b y a  cow. Whe n Aputtiran died , afte r
many adventures, on Manipallavam Island, the bowl vanishe d into the pond. This
same Aputtiran was now rebor n a s the King of Cavakam (Java) , with n o memor y
of his past.

Manimekalai took th e magi c bowl back to Puka r with th e ai m of feeding all
who wer e hungry . Firs t to b e fed was a divine woman name d Kayacantikai , who
had bee n curse d wit h th e diseas e o f "elephant' s hunger" : n o foo d coul d eve r
satisfy her craving . (She had tripped over, and unintentionally destroyed , a magical
naval fruit , whic h ripene d onl y onc e ever y twelve years, and which a  sage had set
aside for his meal—also a once-in-twelve-years' event ; in his anger, he curse d her
to suffe r a  hunge r equa l t o hi s own. ) On e mouthfu l fro m Manimekalai' s bow l
satisfied Kayacantikai , and redeeme d her . Sh e fle w of f to rejoi n he r husban d in
the land of the Vidyadhara musicians, but o n the way, she inadvertently fle w ove r
the mountai n o f the hungr y goddes s Durga , wh o seize d her shado w an d used i t
to dra g her down and devour he r entirely .

Now tha t Kayacantika i was gone, Manimekalai—stil l inten t o n avoidin g th e
unwanted attention s o f the lovelor n Prince  Utayakumaran—assume d Kayacant -
ikai's form (by means of the magica l mantra) and went throug h th e streets , giving
food t o th e hungr y fro m he r bowl . Sh e transforme d the cit y o f Puka r b y he r
loving-kindness, an d persuaded the king himself to turn the prison into a place of
teaching and charity . But disaste r was lurking: Kayacantikai's husband, the Vidya -
dhara Kancanan, unaware that his wife's curse had come to an end, came to Kanci
to loo k fo r her . H e sa w Manimekalai i n Kayacantikai' s form, an d watched a s she
spoke a t length t o th e prince , who m she urged t o renounc e hi s passion; but th e
Vidyadhara wrongly assume d that he was seeing his wife in a romantic liaison with
another man. He therefore hid himself in the public hall, at night, when Manimeka -
lai returned there to sleep . When the prince als o appeared, still intent on winnin g
her love , Kancana n emerged an d kille d hi m wit h hi s sword. N o soone r ha d h e
done s o tha n a  painte d pilla r i n th e hall— a divinit y locke d i n stone—spok e t o
Kancanan and explained his terrible mistake; he also informed the unhappy husband
that hi s wife ha d been swallowe d b y Durga o n he r wa y home .

Now Manimekala i awok e an d overhear d this conversation , even a s she saw
the dead body of her would-be love r lying before her . She grieved over the prince,
called ou t t o hi m a s her beloved . Bu t agai n th e pilla r deit y spoke, explaining to
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her tha t the prince ha d been he r husband in many previous lives and had suffere d
his present fate because of an act of violence committe d i n his last human incarna -
tion. Th e pilla r als o spok e o f Manimekalai' s futur e enlightenmen t throug h th e
words o f the grea t Buddhist sag e Aravana Atikal.

The queen , Utayakumaran' s mother, sough t to have Manimekalai killed , since
she ha d cause d her son' s death ; bu t Manimekala i survive d al l attempts t o har m
her, an d taugh t wisdo m t o th e grievin g queen . Sh e then lef t Puka r t o see k ou t
the sage. On th e way she found Punyaraja, the King of Cavakam (and the origina l
owner o f the magica l bowl) . Sh e took hi m t o th e Buddhis t shrin e o n th e islan d
of Manipallavam, wher e he , too , remembere d hi s former lif e an d eve n exhume d
his ow n forme r body , a  buried skeleton , a s final proof o f this rediscovered story .
The goddes s of the island also revealed t o the tw o pilgrims , Manimekala i an d the
Javanese king, tha t the cit y of Pukar had just been flooded and destroyed—for th e
Chola king , overcom e b y grie f fo r hi s infan t so n los t a t sea , ha d forgotte n t o
celebrate Indra' s festival , a s had bee n foretold .

Manimekalai made her way to Kancipuram via the city of Vanci, where teach -
ers of various sects and schools expounded thei r truth s to her . At Kanci she found
Aravana Atikal and learned the ultimate wisdom o f the Buddhist path . Here , too ,
she entruste d the magica l bowl t o a  newly create d shrine , wher e i t continue s t o
feed th e hungry , t o bring rai n t o th e fields , an d to hea l al l those i n need .

Such is the story, unusual in Buddhist literature on several counts—the presence
of a female protagonist who embodie s th e search for freedom; the eeri e intricacies
of rememberin g an d forgettin g tha t occup y nearl y al l the mai n characters ; th e
lyrical and  wistful portrait of  human consciousness , in  its  various modes; and  the
striking connection s betwee n th e metaphysic s o f sel f an d self-knowledg e an d
the external drama of destruction that involves the flooding of Pukar. But Manime-
kalai, for al l its uniqueness, does not stan d alone. I t is , in fact , a  twin. As even th e
above crud e summar y reveals , the Manimekala i stor y is closely intertwine d wit h
earlier events relating to Manimekalai's parents, Kovalan and Matavi, and to Kova -
lan's properly wedde d wife , Karmaki. These event s are told in th e famou s Tamil
narrative poem , Cilappatikamm,  attribute d t o a  Cer a prince-poet , Ilankovatikal .
The Cilappatikamm  i s probably roughly contemporaneou s wit h Manimekalai  (an d
the attributio n t o th e Cer a prince i s no more convincing tha n tha t o f Manimekalai
to th e merchan t Cattanar) . Th e tw o work s ech o on e anothe r repeatedly , t o th e
point o f sharing smal l textual segments, thoug h fo r th e mos t par t we ar e dealin g
with a  dense web o f intertextual correspondences , as the Tamil tradition ha s always
recognized. On e shoul d not e tha t th e Cilappatikaram  als o climaxes i n a  dreadful
act o f destruction, Kannaki' s vengeful burning o f the cit y o f Maturai .

The traditio n ha s it s ow n wa y o f assertin g this linkage , tyin g th e tw o text s
intimately together . I t tell s u s that th e tw o poet s actuall y compose d thei r work s
initially fo r on e another—a n audience of one. Thi s assertio n serves to provid e a
frame withi n whic h th e tw o poem s can be situated , and whic h itsel f comments
upon thei r meaning. We mus t take a  moment, before turning to Manimekalai and
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her dreams , t o addres s this traditiona l frame , whic h come s t o u s in th e for m o f
two patikam  prefaces, apparentl y prefixed to th e tw o work s in the earl y medieval
period. Th e patikam to Manimekalai  tell s us, rather simply, that Kulavanikan Cattan
composed th e thirty cantos of Manimekalai-tumvu ("Manimekalai' s Renunciation,"
perhaps the original title of the work) for Ilanko (lines 95—98). Rather more strikin g
is the stor y offere d b y th e prefac e t o Cilappatikaram:  here , whe n th e Kurava r hill
tribes cam e t o Ilank o with report s o f an amazing vision o f a  goddess or woma n
(tint m a pattini) wit h onl y on e breast , it i s Cattan, Ilahko' s companion , wh o ca n
explain what happened—by summarizing, in effect , th e entire Cilappatikaram  story ,
which Ilank o will then embod y i n his thirty chapters. How doe s Cattan know this
long, sorrowfu l sequenc e and , mor e importan t still , wha t i t mean s i n term s o f
karmic causalit y (vinai-vilaivu)? H e know s becaus e he wa s lying down-—perhaps
sleeping—in Siva's temple in  Maturai when the  goddess of Maturai herself appeared
there before Kannaki and informed he r o f her previou s life an d the tragi c karmic
preconditioning o f he r husband' s death i n this  lif e (line s 39—54). No w w e know ,
from th e tex t o f the Cilappatikaram  itself , just when thi s revelation too k place : it
was righ t afte r Kannak i had tor n he r fiery breast from her bod y an d cas t i t a t th e
city o f Maturai, whic h wa s consumed i n th e conflagration.

All o f this ha s its own suggestiv e importance—eve n grantin g th e assumptio n
that th e patikam  i s a  late r appendag e t o th e text . I n effect , th e tw o preface s
recapitulate a n "interna l framing" 3 incorporate d alread y int o th e Cilappatikaram
itself: there , too , Cattan , "th e grea t maste r o f Tamil" (tan  tamil acan  cattan),  filled
with a  joyous and baffling sens e of wonder an d desire , explains Kannaki's story to
King Cenkuttuva n whe n th e Kurava r hil l peopl e repor t a  vision o f thi s goddess
with a  single breast (25.65-66). But th e preface s also give the fram e a  special twist.
They specif y th e firs t audienc e fo r eac h o f th e books , makin g thes e tw o singl e
listeners, bound togethe r i n companionship, interna l to what is really a single story
in tw o installments—an d als o creating , b y th e sam e token , a  certain disjunction
between thi s interna l hearin g o f th e poem s an d ou r experience o f them , outside
the frame . Thi s set s bot h work s firml y i n th e kavya  mod e o f elaborat e poeti c
narrative, a s the traditio n ha s always recognized;4 despit e curren t usage , neithe r
Cilappatikaram no r Manimekalai  i s in an y sens e epic . O n th e othe r hand , i t no w
transpires tha t Cattanar' s vision, whateve r i t was , precedes IJahko' s education i n
the event s h e i s soon t o describe . Moreover , thi s visio n i s se t i n th e star k an d
fearful nigh t durin g which Matura i was burning. Ou r story—Manimekalai' s story
too—comes t o us , then, vi a the visionar y poet, amids t the flames .

Just wha t wa s the natur e o f Cattanar' s experience , a s the patikam  would lik e
us to understand it? The ver b is ambiguous: he was "lying" in the temple , in dee p
darkness (nallirut  kitanten,  41). Perhaps , i n thi s state , h e simpl y overhear d th e
conversation between th e cit y goddess and Kannaki. (Poetry, as A. K. Ramanuja n
used t o say , is never heard , onl y overheard. ) Bu t Atiyarkkunallar , the medieva l
commentator, says that Cattanar was asleep. In thi s case, the whole conversation—
indeed th e entir e stor y o f ou r tw o intertwine d texts—woul d b e a  dream . O f
course, th e tw o nee d no t b e mutually exclusive. Our poe t coul d have overheard
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the goddes s in  a  dream, and  in  any  case , I  am  not  sur e tha t we nee d to  resolv e
this questio n b y optin g fo r on e unequivoca l reading . Wha t matters , i n term s o f
the themati c driv e I  wil l emphasiz e below, i s the tradition' s sens e of Cattanar' s
initial experience , th e penetratin g illumination , o n th e edg e o f extinction , tha t
gives birth to tw o grea t poems. I t happens a t night, i n th e dark , i n the presenc e
of startling visual and auditor y images highly reminiscen t o f the drea m state , and
powerfully keye d t o the drea m texture s that consistently inform ou r text. For the
Manimekalai largel y move s fro m on e drea m t o anothe r (sometime s on e insid e
another), an d i t i s not b y chanc e tha t th e literar y cultur e aroun d i t classifie s it s
composition as  a dreamlike act . Suc h statements , an  implici t literar y criticis m on
the leve l o f the livin g use of the classica l texts , ar e never misleading .

2

So Cattanar , i n thi s perspective , has given u s a kind o f dream tex t originatin g i n
a moment o f fiery destruction . Le t us see how th e poem itsel f supports this read-
ing. I n what follows , I  will trace certain powerful, interlocking themes , integrate d
by a  stabl e se t o f linguisti c an d poeti c mean s an d b y a  commo n affinit y wit h
dreaming, broadl y understood . I  assume , a s a working hypothesis , tha t th e do -
mains o f themes, figuration , narrative structure, framing, and poeti c language are
all, i n som e way , mutuall y reinforcing . W e wil l thu s look briefl y a t the texture s
and syntacti c pattern s tha t ar e s o characteristi c o f thi s boo k an d o f it s specifi c
expressivity.

Let us begin with wha t coul d be considered a  master trope, emblemati c o f the
whole. Manimekala i has gone to the public garden with Cutamati , t o pick flowers
(for sh e has ruined th e garland s she was weaving earlier by her tears , generated by
hearing th e stor y of her father' s death) . Utayakumaran, th e princ e wh o love s her
(although one wonders, already at the outset , whether thi s is really the right word) ,
is out in the streets ; he has just brought a  wild elephan t back under control . Now ,
as he passes the courtesans ' houses, he sees through a n open window a young ma n
of the merchant class , standing beside his lover in a state of apparent bewilderment .
One han d clutches a vma, but the man is frozen into stillness, like a painted picture
(vattikaic ceytiyin  varainta  pdvai,  4.57) . Th e princ e i s interested , an d ask s th e ma n
•what is wrong (yatu  m  yuna itukkan).  Th e youn g merchan t hasten s to bo w t o th e
prince an d to explain :

Like a  flowe r hidde n i n a  vase,
Manimekalai, Matavi' s daughter ,
her beaut y fading ,
was on he r way to th e garden .
I sa w her pass , an d th e terribl e sorrow
that overtoo k he r father , Kovalan,
overwhelmed me .
My hear t lost its center, m y han d strayed
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to th e wrong string o f the vina .
A wrong note rang out: that i s what distresse d me . (4.65-71 )

The prince , predictably, finds this story a cause for rejoicing: he now knows wher e
to fin d Manimekalai . Bu t i f th e forc e o f th e imag e i s los t o n hi m (a s nearly
everything he hears and sees throughout thi s story fail s to touch hi m truly) , it need
not b e o n us . The love r ha s seen a  disturbing vision o f a striking young woma n
fading, he r beaut y hidde n an d denied ; thi s visio n call s u p i n hi m a n empathi c
identification wit h he r father' s suffering , an d th e resul t i s a strident, unconsciou s
disharmony. Th e wron g string is unintentionally sounded , a  false note disturb s the
setting o f love. Thi s i s enough t o tur n th e young merchan t t o stone . W e shoul d
observe th e somewha t unusual , indeed oblique , causa l nexus: visio n connect s t o
emotion, whic h decenter s concentration an d produces the false note , and the latter
then freeze s bod y and  mind . Her e causality—i n a  profound sense , alway s fel t to
be ultimatel y incoherent i n a  Buddhist metaphysics—ha s th e sam e zigzag quality,
the sam e slippery movemen t fro m conditionin g fram e t o dependen t result , tha t
we find in so much Buddhis t theory , fo r example i n the analysi s of "conditione d
origins" (se e below). I n thi s sense, our sligh t example i s entirely appropriat e t o its
wider setting o f primary perceptions. Moreover , onc e agai n in accordance with a
major stran d withi n thi s wide r setting , th e ultimate , contextualizin g level—th e
level of potential resolution—i s essentiall y an aesthetic one.6 Imagin e a  world very
delicately attuned , s o much s o tha t a  single wron g note ca n inflic t dee p pai n i n
the hear t o r mind , bu t als o labile , emotionall y vibrant , and , in particular , rich in
the varieties of desire. Here sorrow , ignite d suddenl y by memory, produce s a n im -
mediate displacement , a  glaring gap in the superficiall y smooth textur e o f experi -
ence. Th e merchant-love r ha s remembered a  story—in thi s case , someon e else' s
story—and, fo r a  single pregnant moment , hi s world has come to a  halt. There is
a sense in which this kind of opening—the unexpecte d displacement , or discontinu -
ity, that is signalled by the jarring note an d that is somehow connecte d to memory ,
to story , and t o sorrow—is , fo r ou r poet , characteristi c o f consciousness per se.

As alread y stated , thi s is  a book abou t the  structure , the  inne r dynamics , and
the potentialities o f awareness. Moreover, th e poignant imag e just examined recurs
in a  remarkable passag e in Cant o 7 , which w e migh t call , in ou r ow n shorthand ,
"Nightfall in  Pukar"—perhap s the  mos t powerfu l attemp t we  hav e in  classica l
Tamil t o fin d extende d lyrica l embodimen t fo r the subtl e texture s o f night (an d
this in a literature that was particularly fascinated with nocturnal images and themes).
Here i s the setting : Cutamati , Manimekalai' s friend , ha s been visited , he r slee p
disturbed, b y th e goddes s Manimekhala , wh o ha s already spirite d he r namesak e
Manimekalai awa y t o Manipallava m Island ; no w th e goddes s return s t o infor m
Cutamati o f her friend' s disappearance and to sen d her with thi s news t o Matavi .
All thi s transpire s i n th e burnin g ground , wit h it s gruesome  sight s an d sounds .
Cutamati, stil l hal f asleep , i s appropriatel y fearful , lonely , bewildered , an d th e
manifold sound s of the nigh t onl y enhanc e he r fears . Th e tow n i s asleep, ye t th e
night i s alive with murmurs , movement , strang e cries:
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Dancing girl s were sleepin g soundl y
beside thei r sleepin g instruments.
Gentle fingers blindly stroked , i n sleep ,
the untune d strings , and fals e note s
filled the night . Wive s whose husbands
had just returne d fro m thei r mistresse s
were stil l angry, unappeased , thei r eye s re d
as they feigne d sleep , bu t ful l o f wanting, too ,
embracing thes e fals e me n a s if from sleep .
Little children , wor n ou t fro m play,
from pullin g thei r to y chariots , slept
peacefully besid e thei r sleepin g nursemaids,
enveloped i n incense o f white mustard .
House pigeon s an d water bird s an d birds o f the grove s
slept deeply , thei r beak s enfolded in thei r bodies .
The whol e city , ful l o f the festival , ha d settle d
into sleep . Bu t stil l there wer e noises :
watchmen callin g out th e hour s
according t o th e water-cloc k i n th e palace,
hungry elephant s trumpetin g fro m thei r stables,
drumbeats o f the guard s who wer e prowlin g lane s and alleys,
the drunke n song s o f the shipbuilders , to o ful l o f rice toddy ,
women splashin g in th e dar k pond s to purif y themselve s
after childbirth , a s others wafted smok e o f margosa an d whit e mustard ,
heroes fierc e a s tigers screaming "Victor y t o th e King! "
as the y cu t of f their head s i n sacrific e t o th e ghou l a t the crossroads,
spirit-charmers singing mantras as they offered animal s t o th e demon s
to protec t ne w mother s an d young childre n an d pregnant women
from grief—an d many othe r sounds , too , softl y spreadin g
through th e night . .  . . (7.44-86)

First, again , i s the dissonanc e of unconsciousness musicality, the fals e note s struck
from th e untuned vina—an d t o these unsettling resonances are added the irregular
growls an d rustlings and crie s that, together , mak e u p thi s strange nocturnal sym -
phony. Th e teno r o f the nigh t i s mixed, an d sometime s violent : ther e i s hunger,
there is intoxication, ther e are the deat h screams of self-sacrificing warrior s (appar -
ently a  regular nocturna l experience , a t leas t durin g festiva l days) , there i s ritual
activity o f various kinds . I n man y ways , a s I can attes t from m y ow n experience ,
this description feel s uncannily appropriate t o the texture of midnight i n any Tamil
city, eve n today . What is more to th e point , th e textur e i s that of dreaming itself ,
and a s such meaningfu l i n th e contex t o f thi s firs t extende d drea m narratio n i n
the Manimekalai.  "Nightfal l i n Pukar " i s th e backgroun d t o th e goddess' s self -
revelation t o Cutamati , t o th e prince , an d to Manimekalai' s ow n disappearance ,
still asleep , from he r home . W e hea r Puka r a s the dreamer s hear it , unaware , i n
sleep.

Can we characterize this texture more precisely? Thematically, we have already
noted th e elemen t o f unconscious disharmony . At th e sam e time, w e canno t bu t
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feel the  luxurian t profusio n of  nois e and  image ; drea m textur e is  agglutinative,
cumulative, uneven . I t also includes, within it s own interna l pattern, the transitio n
in state that is built into dreaming per se : existential domains are mingled, demon s
wander throug h th e streets , warriors move from thi s world t o the next . Morever ,
this haunting, dauntin g momen t o f potential transformatio n is suggestively coded ,
its image s dar k an d hidden , reduce d t o invisibl e sound . Thei r interna l link s ar e
gently, bu t als o tenuously , marke d b y th e standar d syntactical device o f classica l
Tamil poetic narratives, a seemingly endless sequence of nonfinite verbs occasionally
interspersed wit h adverbia l tim e markers . Th e sens e is of a  chai n o f contiguou s
elements, loosely related, discrete, yet cumulative in effect . Within this chain there
is the constan t recurrence o f certain key units , fo r example , th e repeated , explici t
statement tha t "X " o r "Y " o r indee d "th e whol e city " i s asleep. The repetitio n
provides the assurance, perhaps the illusion, of coherence among a strangely discon-
tinuous assortmen t o f individual elements . There i s a sense i n which thi s synta x
is molde d precisel y t o generat e th e consciousnes s or , t o us e anothe r term , th e
experiential textures , it seems to describe. It could almost be a lullaby, mesmerizin g
the listene r int o dreaming .

Let me repeat : the Manimekalai  i s a kind o f dream book, it s textures apparently
close to a culturally specific sense of dream experience. The  awarenes s at the center
of this dark and moving work is also closely linked to dreaming . As Aravana Atikal
tells Manimekalai i n th e concludin g canto , wher e th e Buddhis t teachin g i s made
explicit, unarvu —"consciousness," "awareness," "feeling"—i s "th e sleeper' s state"
(unarv' ma p patuvat'  urankuvor  unarvir  puriv' inr'  skip  pulan  kolatatuve,  30.83—84) .
Of course , unarvu is a technical term here , the thir d in the sequence of the nidanas,
"links" i n a  theor y o f conditione d origin s (pratttya  samutpada),  th e well-know n
Buddhist chai n o f psychocosmolog y whic h w e examin e below ; w e shoul d b e
careful no t t o loa d i t wit h an y extrinsi c significance . Still , I  wil l argu e tha t thi s
Tamil translatio n o f vijnana  i s meaningful withi n th e mor e genera l metaphysica l
system o f thi s book , an d I  wil l assum e tha t thi s syste m i s presen t no t onl y i n
the philosophical/logica l conclusio n o f th e fina l canto s bu t als o throughou t th e
interlocking narrative s that make u p mos t o f the text . We ar e searching here fo r
those intuited , deepl y embedde d perception s tha t hav e give n birt h bot h t o th e
amazing story an d t o th e explanation s i t offer s o f itself .

We wil l retur n t o th e chai n o f conditioned origin s an d to th e place of unarvu
as dream. For now, le t u s notice onl y that , as the drea m is dispelled—as day breaks
in Pukar— a powerfu l doublin g seep s int o language (and , apparently , perceptio n
as well) .

kavalalar kan  tuyil  kollat
to men  cekkait  tuyil  kan  vilippa
valampuric cankatn  varit ' eluntarppa
pulam puric cankatn  pomlotu mu[ankap
pukar muka  varanam  netun  ku  vilippa
pori mayir  varanam  kurun  ku  vilippa
panai nilaip  puravi palav elunt'  Slap
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panai nilaip  pullum  palav ehtnt' alap
pttm polil arkaip  pull  oli  cinppap
pttnkotiyar kaip  pull  oli  drappa. .  .  .

Now th e watchme n coul d g o to sleep,
but lover s i n thei r sof t bed s would hav e t o wake :
there wer e conche s sounding , wit h n o meaning ,
and poet s singin g artfu l blessings ,
elephants trumpeting ,
cocks crowing ,
horses restles s in thei r stables ,
birds cryin g o n th e branche s a s they shoo k of f rest
so th e grove s wer e ful l o f thei r wil d music ,
like th e bracelet s chiming o n women' s arms . .  . . (7.111-120)

Translation ca n hardl y reflec t th e yamaka  chimin g tha t form s th e tru e substance
of these lines : th e poe t play s on th e doubl e meaning s o f varanam  ("elephant " a s
well a s "cock"), panai  ("stables " and "branch") , an d s o on , deftl y alliteratin g and
reconfiguring th e repeate d phonematic series . In a  way, i t i s "only" play, no t t o
be overl y burdened wit h interpretation . O n anothe r level , we hav e here anothe r
feature integra l t o ou r theme— a salien t marker o f the transitio n between drea m
and nondream. The dream state points in two directions and incorporates a strangely
doubled code , which bot h superimpose s and displace s its basic units o f meaning .

Before concludin g this section, I would lik e to look a t one more image, which
seems t o m e t o lea d u s toward th e deepe r logi c o f thi s narrativ e and it s drea m
modes. Cant o 5—stil l very much par t of the same sequence with whic h w e have
been dealing , Manimekalai' s visit to th e garde n and its consequences—concludes
with a  lengthy descriptio n o f evening . Th e tw o girl s are stil l in th e garden , th e
prince has temporarily given up his quest and gone home; soo n both Manimekala i
and Cutamat i wil l b e asleep . At thi s poin t th e cit y o f Pukar itsel f is portrayed i n
an extended , tragi c metaphor a s a newly bereave d widow leavin g the battlefiel d
and going back to her parents' house. Note the direction: the regression backward,
or even, we might say , inward, into the home o r womb out o f which thi s woma n
had emerged. The hamsa  goose, however, surprisingly reverses the sense of entropic
self-enfolding. Whe n th e femal e goose i s caught within th e lotu s flowe r tha t is
closing as evening comes , the mal e rushes in t o tea r open th e lotus and fre e her .
Night is falling, dreamtim e approaching: a process of closing inward, in destructive
circles o r spirals , i s disrupted an d blocked. This, i n a  word, i s the promis e o f th e
dream.

3

This dream logic can be simply and abstractly stated. Imagine a large circle spiralling
inward in concentri c patterns. At its central point, i f and when i t is reached, there
is a n implosion : this i s the poin t o f self-destructio n which , becaus e th e circl e is
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infinite i n scope , actuall y repeats itself without end . Individua l lives , o r th e live s
of cities , o r o f th e cosmos , follo w thi s cours e o f inevitabl e an d recurren t self -
annihilation. The energ y that fuels th e dreadfu l process has a name. Cal l it "forget -
ting," here synonymous with "not knowing"—i n short, our normal consciousness.
Thus the grief-stricken Chol a kin g forgets to celebrate Indra' s festival—and Pukar
is los t t o th e flood . O n th e individua l level , th e letha l cycl e o r spira l is tha t o f
conditioned origin , pratitya  samutpada,  describe d b y Aravan a Atikal a t th e book' s
close. Here is the chain that produces a given life, or a world. First there is ignorance,
petaimai—actually qualifie d by th e participl e maranta,  tha t is , "th e ignoranc e tha t
is forgetting. " The n ther e i s activit y or , mor e precisely , agency— ceyal (karma).
Agency, following upo n forgetting , condition s awarenes s (unarvu, see above), fol -
lowed b y nam e an d for m (amvuru),  sensua l activatio n (vayil,  uru,  nukarvu),  an d
then, o f course , th e trul y destructiv e drive s o f cravin g (vetkai)  an d attachmen t
(panu), whic h provid e th e necessar y preconditions fo r becomin g (pavani),  birt h
(torram), sickness , old age , an d deat h (pini,  muppu,  cavu).  Th e lis t i s nicely stated
in 30.159—169 , whic h als o divides th e stage s into tim e categories : forgetting and
agency belong to tim e past ; awarenes s and subsequen t stages , through becomin g
and birth , belon g t o tim e present ; th e futur e i s the preserv e o f disease , ol d age ,
and death .

The spira l thus moves, inevitably , towar d death , whic h i s never a  real endin g
but onl y th e certai n conclusion o f each twisted whorl , eac h ne w birth , eac h ac t
of forgetting . Non e o f thi s i s new o r i n an y wa y uniqu e t o Manimekalai.  I t i s a
well-known Buddhis t vision , congeniall y adapte d int o th e Tami l mode . But th e
Tamil heroine o f our wor k doe s manage t o escap e the spiral ; a s we hav e said, the
primary thrus t o f the narrativ e i s toward explorin g th e mechanis m an d modes o f
her achievement . I n effect , th e questio n i s how t o brin g abou t a  significant break
or rupture within the circular system of self-destructive, entropic becoming. Where
there is deadly continuity of  dependent conditioning—the futur e clearly embedded ,
and indee d determined , withi n th e presen t an d th e past—on e seek s space and a
countermovement, a  transition no t forwar d towar d dyin g bu t backward , towar d
(and beyond) forgetting . In the present case, the essential instrument o f this reverse
movement i s the dream , whic h become s a  mode o f memory .

How doe s it work? There are actually several parallel possibilities that we nee d
to examin e briefly . The drea m mode is, in a  sense, merely emblemati c o f a larger
category of mantic or anamnestic semiosis. Manimekalai is transported in her sleep
to th e islan d o f Manipallavam , wher e sh e wil l lear n o f he r forme r life . I s sh e
dreaming or awake? Technically, the latter, but she herself is unsure. "Is this waking
reality o r a  dream? " i s th e firs t questio n sh e ask s hersel f upo n awakin g o n th e
island beac h (nanavo  kanavo  enpatai  ariyen,  8.21) . Thi s quandary , intrinsi c t o th e
dream ontology , i s later intensified by th e expansio n i n identit y sh e undergoes as
her former lif e is revealed to her a t the Buddhis t shrine on the island . She discovers
that in he r previous incarnation she was Laksmi, the wif e o f Rahula, wh o die d o f
snakebite an d wa s rebor n a s Utayakumaran—the same prince o f Puka r wh o is ,
understandably now , stil l i n lov e wit h thi s sam e woman. Al l o f thi s is , of course,
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somewhat disturbing . Thu s whe n th e guardia n goddes s o f the island , Tivatilakai ,
comes to Manimekalai an d asks the deceptivel y simpl e question, "Wh o ar e you?,"
Manimekalai—already irrevocabl y altere d i n he r understandin g o f herself—can
only answer , logically enough , "Whic h me d o you mean? " (11.8-9) .

This progressio n ca n b e see n a s paradigmatic fo r majo r figure s i n ou r text ,
although i t ma y tak e othe r forms . Kin g Aputtiran/Punyaraja , fo r example , goe s
through th e stage s of self-recover y i n a  stil l mor e graphi c way : brough t t o th e
same islan d unde r Manimekalai' s tutelage , he i s made t o excavate,  i n shoc k an d
wonder, hi s ow n forme r body . Cutamati , Manimekalai' s friend , learn s o f he r
previous birth from th e eloquen t an d mysteriou s pillar imag e (kantir  pavai)  i n th e
great public hal l in Pukar known a s Ulaka-aravi, t o th e eas t o f the goddes s shrine.
The pilla r image is divine, and he tends to speak at night, in a realm of consciousness
somewhere betwee n wakin g an d sleeping . H e i s als o suggestivel y describe d a s
capable of explaining cause s surviving from th e distan t past . Manimekalai als o has
an importan t exchang e wit h thi s divinity , i n th e cours e o f whic h h e tell s he r
his own intriguin g story:

I a m on e o f the man y gods , Tuvatikan b y name .
As o f old, this pilla r ha s been appointe d a s my plac e
by Mayan , th e divin e artisan . I  never leave it .
Listen t o m y story : human being s know
what eve n god s don' t know . I  have a  friend ,
Oviyaccenan, a  close companion . Someone o r othe r
must hav e tol d the m in thi s city , s o they alway s pain t u s
together, i n al l the place s we play , a s if we wer e a s close
as flowe r an d fragrance—thoug h i t i s me who m they praise
until thei r tongue s become exhausted . .  . . (21.130—140)

The contex t o f this self-revelatio n i s suggestive, in severa l ways. Th e immediat e
preface i s a  genera l statement . I n Pukar , s o th e pilla r imag e tell s Manimekalai ,
there ar e images everywhere, i n public hall s and meeting places , at the seaside , i n
groves and shrines, wherever som e conceptualized or envisage d divinity coul d b e
captured an d hel d i n plac e by a  painted form , o n cla y or ston e o r wood o r wal l
(119—128). Al l thes e image s ar e mean t t o offe r protectio n (kaval);  Tuvatikan ,
perhaps the mos t articulat e and prominent o f them all , also presumably performs
this function—although, n o doub t lik e the res t as well, he seems to be concerne d
even more powerfully with removing amnesia c blockages in the awareness of those
who com e nea r him . Indeed , th e entir e serie s might b e see n a s inspired b y th e
anxiety of  forgetting , for  reason s we are  beginnin g to  understand . Beyon d thi s
general context, however , i s the specific , luri d moment i n which th e pillar speaks:
the princ e ha s just bee n cu t down , becaus e o f a  mistake n perception , b y th e
Vidyadhara husban d o f Kayacantikai, in whose for m Manimekala i was disguised;
Manimekalai awakens to discover a corpse a t her feet ; th e dialogu e with th e pillar
image ensues. We will return, i n greater detail , t o this scene (se c section 4  below) ,
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but i t i s important t o bea r in min d tha t th e revelatio n volunteere d b y thi s deit y
emerges ou t o f ye t anothe r characteristi c momen t o f destruction , informe d b y
notions o f dangerous forgetting and misperception .

The pilla r image seems trapped, condemned t o endles s ages in the confine s o f
a singular condensed space . Even more striking, especially since it appears superfi-
cially s o unmotivated , i s the strang e doublin g tha t Tuvatika n find s necessar y t o
stress as he tell s his story . He ha s a friend, wh o i s as close to hi m a s the fragranc e
to th e flower ; the tw o ar e alway s depicted togethe r i n th e profusio n o f images
that seem s the nor m in Pukar . Everyone—at leas t everyone human—know s tha t
these two ar e somehow one , tw o shadow-selve s combined ; ye t the pilla r alon e is
praised. Once again, there is a poignant qualit y to thi s self-awareness, a disturbing
sense o f th e ambiguou s lin k betwee n sel f an d shadow y other , especiall y in th e
context o f the hidde n knowledg e tha t becomes availabl e through thi s captive di -
vinity's speech . Insofa r a s th e pillar' s disclosure s replicat e th e structur e o f th e
dream revelations—and the two modes are structurally and functionally alike, both
recurring regularly to th e same effect—then we might imagine tha t this theme o f
doubling run s parallel to the strang e doubling i n language and perception tha t we
have seen in the transition from dream to waking, and that is, more deeply, integral
to dreamin g itself .

There ar e othe r analogou s examples . A painted pictur e i n th e goddes s shrine
speaks to the prince, warning him (afte r the fashion of an earlier nocturnal vision in
which Manimekhal a herself had appeared to him, tellin g him to forget Manimeka -
lai, 7.3—14) . He finds both o f these communications wondrou s (tippiyam  =  divya),
although he is unable to internalize their practical and personal implication. Indeed ,
the princ e is , in thi s matter , les s fortunat e than othe r majo r actor s in th e book .
His consciousnes s of himsel f neve r expand s t o includ e th e distan t past , an d th e
result i s the obviou s an d necessar y one—a patheti c death . I n general , however ,
throughout th e Manimekalai,  we encounte r a world where fragmentar y revelations
of the los t pas t kee p openin g u p t o thos e wh o ar e attuned , o r ripe , t o hearin g
them. They have certain stable features: an anamnesis that both extends the bounds
of personal identity and, by the same token, undermines the integrity of the present,
ego-framed self ; a  retrospective orientation tha t moves the subjec t backward, thus
away fro m th e entropi c poin t o f futur e implosion ; an d a  paradoxical perception
of radical discontinuity i n th e presen t tha t i s rooted in th e experienc e o f identit y
expansion backwar d throug h time , a s i f the subjec t wer e bein g simultaneousl y
filled with an d emptie d o f hi s o r he r variou s selves . In thi s semiotically charge d
universe, replet e wit h hint s an d piece s of past existence, on e i s frequently bom -
barded by unexpecte d metamessage s that spea k to overridin g questions : Wh o are
you? Where  ar e you ? And—much mor e rarely— Why are yo u wh o yo u ar e (o r
seem to be)?8 One's ability to piece together a coherent picture out of these queries
and partia l answer s i s always , i n principle , i n doubt . Th e tota l fram e i s neve r
present; nothing stand s complete in itself ; there are jarring notes and disharmonies
at ever y step ; bu t ther e i s also a  dependable potential for interna l movement ou t
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of th e destructiv e spiral . I f the latte r i s energized , abov e all , by forgetting , the n
escape must lie in various forms o f remembering, form s suc h as dreaming an d th e
knowing voice s o f divinities trapped i n paint o r pillar .

4

There i s also , however , anothe r essentia l componen t t o thi s process , which w e
might cal l "emptiness" o r "hunger, " strikingly evident i n the sam e narrative uni t
just discussed—th e pillar's nocturnal speech , heard o r overheard by Manimekala i
in the public space where the prince lies dead. Let us draw in, briefly, th e narrative
contours. Manimekalai ha s returned t o Pukar with the magic bowl that produce s
endless food . Sh e use s th e bow l t o satisf y th e "elephan t hunger " (tantit  ti ) o f
Kayacaritikai, wh o ha d unintentionall y trippe d ove r a  marvellou s naval  frui t tha t
ripens onc e ever y twelv e year s an d tha t wa s mean t t o satisf y th e hunge r o f a
Brahmin sage . H e curse d her t o suffe r fro m unappeasabl e hunger unti l th e nex t
such frui t ripened , fo r his next meal, twelve years later—and also to lose her ability
to fl y throug h th e sky . Th e curs e end s a s Manimekalai feed s th e grounde d an d
insatiable Kayacaritika i who , no w happil y sated , flie s away—onl y t o mak e th e
terrible mistak e of overflying the Vindhy a Mountains , wher e th e hungr y goddes s
Vintakatikai/Durga seize s travellers ' shadows , pulls them in , an d devour s them .

Meanwhile, i n Pukar , Manimekalai ha s assumed the for m o f Kayacaritikai in
order t o escap e th e stil l lovelorn prince . Bu t th e latte r i s not entirel y take n in by
this disguise. Seeing "Kayacantikai" feeding the hungry with the miraculous bowl,
he suspect s tha t thi s i s reall y hi s belove d i n anothe r form ; thi s suspicio n grow s
stronger a s she speaks to him , tryin g t o instruc t him i n th e transienc e o f beauty
(especially female beauty) and to turn his heart away from desire. The princ e bot h
knows an d fail s t o kno w tha t he i s looking a t an d speakin g to Manimekalai—o r
perhaps h e fail s t o kno w tha t h e knows . I n an y case , h e briefl y leave s to retur n
to the palace, intending to resume his search late at night. But he has, unfortunately,
been observe d i n thi s interchang e wit h "Kayacaritikai " b y th e rea l Kayacanti -
kai's Vidyadhara husband, who ha s come t o Puka r t o fin d hi s wife; th e husban d
draws th e obviou s bu t entirel y incorrec t conclusio n tha t hi s wife i s in lov e wit h
this prince. H e the n decides to lie in wait, in the Ulaka-aravi hall , for the prince's
return, "lik e a  serpen t i n it s anthil l home " (20.80) . Whe n Utayakumara n does ,
indeed, com e bac k t o th e hall , i n th e middl e o f the night , th e Vidyadhar a cuts
him dow n wit h hi s sword . A t thi s poin t th e pilla r speaks , explainin g t o th e
Vidyadhara his dreadful erro r and also informing him tha t his wife, though relieve d
of her hunger an d the curse, has already been swallowed up by the hungry goddess
of the Vindhyas .

Now Manimekalai , who ha s been sleepin g in th e goddes s shrine to th e wes t
of the Ulaka-aravi hall, wake s up . Th e princ e lies dead before her; the Vidyadhar a
stands horrifie d a t hi s deed ; an d sh e ha s someho w overheard—perhap s stil l i n
sleep—the lon g speec h o f th e pillar , gruesom e wit h th e realit y o f al l tha t ha s
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happened. Sh e is overcome wit h grie f for the ma n who wa s her husban d in many
previous births—a s the pilla r no w proceed s t o infor m her , fillin g in th e gap s in
the knowledge sh e gained o n Manipallavam Island. It is at this point tha t the pillar
also tell s Manimekalai hi s own story , cited an d discusse d above.

Clearly, thi s extende d passag e is , i n man y ways , th e rea l cor e o f th e entir e
book. Everythin g build s u p towar d thi s tragedy , an d th e remainin g canto s dea l
with it s emotiona l an d cognitiv e aftermath . Thi s i s th e momen t i n whic h th e
entropic spira l i s cut , irrevocably , fo r ou r heroine , just a s her suito r an d forme r
husband is literally cut in two. He, a s we know, is still lost in entropy and prospective
self-destruction, emergin g ou t o f ignorance, tha t is , forgetting, presumably active
in hi s next birth ; bu t Manimekala i wil l go on t o a  deeper wisdo m an d enhance d
freedom, purchase d partly through experience (he r continued difficultie s i n Pukar)
and partly through lon g lectures on logic an d metaphysics. (It is striking tha t eve n
Buddhist logic becomes a major theme i n this book o f dreams: logic i s not learne d
but dreamt. ) I n an y case , th e paradig m o f anamnestic semiosis stil l holds good : i t
is midnight ; perceptio n i s occluded ; destructio n lurk s an d unfolds ; the heroin e
sleeps, wakes , overhears ; a  revelatio n occur s throug h th e eeri e mediu m o f th e
painted pillar image, wh o take s his listeners backward, an d then forward , throug h
time.

This i s not , o f course , a  dream . Manimekala i wakes , thi s time , t o lear n th e
truth, almos t a s i f th e wakin g realit y (nanavu)  were , fo r once , privileged  ove r
the drea m worl d (kanavu).  A  close r look , however , dispel s this impression—fo r
Manimekalai i s still very muc h caugh t u p i n th e midnigh t worl d o f altered con -
sciousness. She is, in effect, dependen t upon, and transformed by, the pillar's mantic
speech, including thos e parts that she only overhears , perhaps in sleep. This them e
of overhearing is , as we know , significant . Recal l the earlie r instance of the poe t
Cattanar's dream y eavesdroppin g o n th e conversatio n betwee n Kannak i an d th e
goddess o f Maturai, with th e cit y burning outside . Indeed , i n a  formal sens e the
present narrative sequence, at the center of the book's reported events, reconstitutes
the majo r feature s o f the genera l fram e withi n whic h ou r tex t situate s itself—in
the patikam preface as well as the associated passages from Cilappatikdram,  a s discussed
above. Nocturnal destruction , mistaken identity, and consequent crime, a revelation
half-dreamt an d overheard—bot h th e poe t an d hi s heroine experienc e precisel y
this configuration , t o a  similar lyrical-noetic effect .

Why overhear ? The missing details—always there is yet another linkage waiting
to b e restored—emerg e fro m th e retrograd e process of recovery, th e antidot e t o
forgetting. Th e aim , i n theory , woul d b e t o reac h th e poin t o f beginning. Alas ,
the zigza g chai n o f interdependenc e ha s no ultimat e beginning . Ther e ar e onl y
momentary insights that can come from almost anywhere—dreams, pillars , voices—
each o f which constitute s a  kind o f as-i f beginning , henc e a  significan t brea k i n
the entropy . But eac h such moment i s no les s partial than i t i s precious: one can ,
in truth , only overhea r the whispere d truth , neve r hea r i t fully , neve r reac h th e
end.

Another wa y t o thin k abou t al l thi s emerge s fro m th e stran d o f th e stor y
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connected t o Kayacantikai , s o intricatel y interwove n wit h Manimekalai' s ow n
story, t o th e poin t wher e thes e tw o wome n ar e give n th e sam e externa l form .
Kayacantikai embodies, literally, the problem of hunger, which we should probably
see as an analogous extension o f the proble m o f awareness—or, perhaps, both ar e
variants o f th e sam e deepe r issu e relating t o lac k and discontinuity . I f forgetting
fuels th e spira l o f dying , hunge r i s it s experientia l content . State d simply , th e
Manimekalai i s a book about  hunge r an d feeding ; concomitan t wit h th e heroine' s
recovery o f memor y fragment s i s her acquisitio n o f th e magica l bow l tha t wil l
feed th e world . Sh e is , a t base , alway s filling a hungry gap , withi n hersel f o r i n
others. Sh e save s Kancipura m fro m th e drough t tha t threaten s to destro y it ; sh e
frees Kayacantika i of the impossible  hunger tha t ha s bound he r t o th e earth ; she
continually feeds th e prisoners, the ill , the weak , the ignorant . Hunge r here is not
simply th e nee d t o tak e i n food ; i t i s more aki n t o a  stat e of min d (lik e nearl y
every othe r componen t an d proces s i n thi s metaphysic ) i n whic h th e primar y
awareness i s on e o f empt y space . Th e heroine' s entir e effor t seem s aime d a t
overcoming th e breaks in the world , it s discontinuities and emptinesses, its jarring
displacements, its aching spaces of pain and need. Escaping entropy means , in this
case, bridgin g th e inne r space—backward , toward th e recedin g beginning .

Yet eve n thi s movement i s both ironi c an d dangerou s in it s own way , an d i t
is a  majo r par t o f th e poet' s achievemen t tha t thi s potentiall y letha l aspec t o f
remembering, recovering , becomin g ful l i s also see n and explored . Kayacantikai ,
the insatiable—all empty holes—does become full , a t last, and capable of movement ,
only t o b e swallowe d u p herself , via her shadow , i n a  stil l bigger emptiness , th e
belly o f the goddess . This i s a bold and plaintive statement, also strangely resonant
with th e musica l imag e o f th e fals e an d painfu l note . Ther e i s clearly a  sense in
which satisfyin g hunge r full y i s no les s deadly—indeed , i t i s more deadly—tha n
staying hungry. T o fil l the ga p to th e full , i n thi s Buddhist worl d o f discrete and
flowing phenomena, habituall y misperceived, i s to be swallowed up , t o disappear.
Similar, w e mus t assume , is the min d i n searc h o f it s beginnings, listenin g t o it s
story. Could on e clos e the gaps entirely, coul d one hear the story through, rollin g
it backward, a s it were, t o th e plac e before forgetting, one woul d fin d onesel f i n
the nowhere plac e of no-self, and no knowing. A  no-place, really , and fully empty .

5

Somewhat surprisingly , we find ourselves in the ambiguous domain o f a precarious
but eagerl y sought-afte r connectivity . Th e Manimekalai,  a s Paula Richma n ha s
shown so  incisively , is  a  Buddhis t wor k throug h and  through , committe d to
exemplifying Buddhis t value s an d understandings . Stability , here , i s always false .
Fullness neve r lasts . Discrete disjunctures are the stuf f o f experience . Ther e is no
substratum o f continuous selfhood , an d n o sel f tha t i s not disguised . All dharmas
are fleeting and elusive . Living is lethal. On e generall y moves forward towar d th e
waiting implosion. And yet , within thi s slippery world o f oblique and incoherent
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causes, w e observe , i n passag e afte r lyrica l passage, th e dee p desire , th e hunger ,
and th e possibilit y o f reconnection. This , afte r all , is what nidana  reall y means —
a link,  perhap s mysterious and hidde n fro m norma l seeing—an d th e Manimekalai
closes with the long exposition o f the nidanas  i n terms o f the chai n of dependen t
origins, pratttya  samutpada,  a s we sa w above . Recal l tha t awareness , unarvu—the
critical third nidana  an d the first movement i n present time—is th e sleeper' s state,
the stat e tha t ineluctabl y follows upon forgettin g and action .

The drea m mod e w e hav e bee n explorin g thu s mus t comprise , i n certai n
specific ways, that tenuous tissue of connectivity with which the text is so powerfully
concerned. Let me try, in conclusion, to restate the major features an d the motiva-
ting logic of this theme. It s centrality should, by now, be clear . The poin t is nicely
made by yet another remark, to Manimekalai, by the prescient pillar: in the course
of he r metaphysica l wanderings fro m teache r t o teache r in Vanci , she will , th e
pillar assure s her , encounter a  hard-core "realist/skeptic " (bhuta-vadin)  wh o wil l
try t o convinc e he r tha t al l she ha s learned—tha t is , th e preciou s recover y o f
knowledge abou t her former lives—is no more tha n a  "deluding dream" (anku  nir
konarnta arun teyvam mayakka .  .  .  kana mayakk' urranai,  21.109—110). This arrogant
and misleading view will not, however, persuad e her. The pilla r is certain that she
will, instead, give due weight t o the dream , obviousl y th e locu s of transformative
truth (cf . 27.281-1287, wher e thi s prophecy come s true).

The dream , o r an y o f it s analogues , offer s a  wa y back . I t i s a  subtl e an d
ambiguous state, often encoded . I t is, however, a n "earlier" form of consciousness
than waking, which is given to externalized and objectified fixations . In this sense,
one doe s no t actuall y "wak e up " t o enlightenment , o r eve n t o relativel y les s
profound form s of truth; one i s more likely to mov e towar d insigh t b y releasing
oneself into dream . Th e dream , generally , acts like memory—a memor y los t and
restored. It s basic direction i s backward, toward a  beginning. I t expand s identity ,
on the one hand , by literally dis-closing its rupture with earlie r lives and forgotten
experience, but als o by loosening th e tight grasping of present identity boundaries ,
on th e other . I t seem s to fil l up th e porou s an d forgetfu l min d a s food fills the
hungry body o r rain fills the fields. It thus also heals, at least in part, the dissonance
of aesthetic displacement, a s in th e recurren t image o f the vina' s false note .

But th e dream route backward has its own complexities . There are advantages
to wakefulness , a s Catuvan hint s t o th e Nag a kin g i n th e lovel y branc h tal e o f
Canto 16. 10 Sometime s th e "dream " instruct s the dreamer  t o forge t further—a s
when th e goddes s Manimekhala comes t o Utayakumara n i n th e nigh t an d urges
him t o put asid e his passion, to forget Manimekalai. Emerging from drea m some-
times offers the wider view, the more encompassing revelation, as when Manimeka-
lai awake s in th e templ e i n th e presenc e o f th e dea d princ e an d th e loquaciou s
pillar. And very often th e anamnesti c vision o r divine pronouncement focuses on
yet anothe r terribl e loss , flowin g ou t o f a n ac t o f forgetting, past o r impending .
This certainl y applie s t o th e moment s whe n Cittirapati , Manimekalai' s grand-
mother, predict s th e destructio n of Pukar , an d whe n Manimekala i herself hear s
from th e goddes s in Manipallavam , not lon g thereafter , tha t th e cit y ha s i n fac t
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been destroye d unde r thes e same foreseen circumstances (25.176—204). As stated
earlier, this flooding of Pukar is, on one level , the ominous backdrop and narrative
telos o f th e whol e lon g poem . Distraction , grief , forgetting : a s these intensify ,
reinforcing on e another , th e worl d o f collective experienc e i s imperiled, a s is the
individual who , floode d b y forgetfulness , i s borne alon g withi n th e sel f throug h
ever - widening gaps .

The dream , at best, thus offers a  vulnerable linkage to appease the human crav -
ing fo r continuity . It s textures, as we hav e seen, are strangely discrete, sometimes
jumbled, loosely cumulating in a haunting web of partly familiar sounds and voices.
Nearly always there is a blending o f the know n an d the entirel y foreign, as former
selves ar e brought t o ligh t an d reclaimed . Indeed , th e drea m psycholog y o f th e
Manimekalai coul d be said to be one o f uneasy activation o f lost or forgotten selves,
or part s of self, withi n a  metaphysic of nonperduring, never-cumulatin g selfhood .
One neve r knows, i n this unsettling world, when another retrospective expansio n
of identity wil l take place. A dream may force former personae into consciousness,
or a painted picture on the wall, a  carved pillar, may suddenly speak to you, tellin g
you you r ow n los t story. But identit y a s such remains a  mode o f displacement, a
frayed an d discontinuous thread; the harder one pulls at the thread , and the farther
one stretche s it , th e mor e tenuou s an d frai l i t becomes.  Thu s eac h attemp t t o
reestablish connection wit h th e past , however compelling , will always be marked
by the double-edge d qualit y of dream knowledge , it s duplicated and disguised or
encoded nature . Th e pilla r speak s openly o f hi s hidde n double ; th e poe t slip s
naturally into yamaka  chimin g an d doubl e entendre s a t the boundar y o f sleep o r
dream. Indeed , th e doublin g inheren t i n dreamin g ma y wel l b e th e secre t o f its
power in the context o f a cosmology in which nearl y everything in life i s doubled,
and hal f of the double , perhap s the mor e importan t half , i s always missing.

The drea m looks in two directions—bac k toward a  beginning, an d forward to
a destructiv e ending. Poise d betwee n thes e directions, i t offer s hop e o f rupturin g
the devolvin g spiral . But th e drea m i s also no t unlik e th e dar k shado w sel f that
allows the goddes s of the Vindhyas to grab hold of passersby and to devou r them .
The drea m moves the dreamer back toward disappearance. Subtler and more inner
than waking , i t replicates the parado x o f continuity throug h kenosis : empty-full ,
full-empty. Usuall y consistent with itself and with parallel forms of self-revelation,
it nonetheles s i s marked of f from th e oute r world , wher e wakin g consciousnes s
works accordin g t o it s ow n delusiv e law . Ther e i s a  ga p betwee n drea m an d
externality, a s one see s from the standar d emotions—amazement, fear , disbelief —
that accompan y the transitio n fro m on e domai n t o the other . Sometimes thi s gap
is also internal to th e dream itself; thu s we fin d dream s embedded in other dream s
(in a manner simila r to what i s sometimes called "lucid dreaming" i n the West) .
Here th e dreame r knows h e o r sh e is asleep and may , i n thi s state , mak e contac t
with anothe r dream—usually , in our text , with someone  else's  dream . For example ,
Manimekhala, speakin g with Cutamat i at night i n th e burning-ground , speak s o f
Matavi's drea m a t th e tim e o f Manimekalai' s birth , whe n th e goddes s informed
the new mother that her daughter would eventuall y renounce the world (7.33-38).
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The contex t o f tha t drea m wa s Kovalan's insistenc e tha t hi s daughter b e name d
Manimekalai, becaus e o f a n ancesto r o f hi s wh o wa s save d b y th e goddes s
Manimekhala fro m drowning . Thi s drea m ha d a  clarity an d certaint y tha t wer e
unmistakable; th e goddes s spok e t o Matav i fro m withi n a  drea m "tha t wa s like
waking reality" (nanave  polak kanavakatt'  uraitten).  Cutamat i i s now aske d to g o t o
Matavi an d remind her , i f she has forgotten, o f this dream. A s it happens, we als o
know abou t thi s context—the namin g o f Manimekalai—from th e Cilappatikamm,
where i t is connected to yet another dream, that of Kovalan, with the same manifest
content, tha t is , the proleptic knowledg e tha t Manimekalai wil l one day renounc e
the worl d (Cil.  15.95—106) . Th e sam e configuration—Manimekalai' s naming ,
Kovalan's drea m with it s announcement o f her futur e renunciation , an d als o th e
added an d encompassing them e o f the destructio n o f Pukar because of the Chol a
king's distraction—recur s ye t anothe r time , i n Cant o 29.1—336 , whe n Aravan a
Atikal explains it, in much the same language, to Manimekalai herself.  The striking
element here , apar t fro m th e consistenc y o f th e component s an d thei r interna l
relations, i s the stres s o n certainty : th e embedde d dream , i t seems , is even mor e
convincing an d rea l tha n a  simple , nonembedde d one . I t function s almos t a s an
impersonal objec t tha t ca n be passe d from han d t o hand , o r fro m mind t o min d
(in marked contrast with our modern notion s o f the dream as ultimately subjective);
and i t i s suggestivel y linked , i n al l three contexts , wit h th e heroine' s identity ,
insofar a s the latte r i s meaningfully associate d with he r name .

This is the last feature of Manimekalai's dream world that we wish to study here.
Apparently, the more internal, the more deeply embedded , a  narrative fragment is,
the greate r convictio n i t carries—an d th e mor e "true " i t mus t be . Th e sam e
principle applies , in ou r texts , to th e stor y within a  story, o r t o th e pla y within a
play. In this sense, an embedded narrativ e stands opposed to linear  narration, from
chronological o r biographical beginning t o consequen t end . Linea r tellings o f this
type belong t o entropy ; the y unfol d away from the initia l impulse, th e generativ e
forgetting, an d thu s prope l th e spira l furthe r i n it s consumin g course . Thu s th e
story actuall y embodie s th e whol e proces s of forgetting, s o that eac h subsequent
episode i n th e linea r sequenc e is , in fact , stil l more deepl y missin g o r forgotten .
Each tim e on e tell s i t forward , i n thi s logical manner , on e lose s i t more . Linea r
narration is , in short , anothe r delusiv e mortal mode .

As the drea m i s embedded i n waking , s o the luci d drea m i s embedded withi n
dreaming; suc h encapsulation, for all its complexity, it s doubling within conscious -
ness, i s the majo r mode o f liberating insight . I n this light, moreover, we ca n no w
understand th e correspondin g encapsulatio n o f th e tex t a s a  whol e withi n th e
frame offere d b y th e patikam  preface. Manimekalai  i s the second , self-completin g
segment o f th e poet' s encompassin g dream . Th e whol e stor y and , indeed , al l
gradations o f reality present i n it , are internal t o Cattanar' s metadream, th e over -
heard nocturna l revelatio n i n the templ e wit h whic h we began . The entir e book
is thus, in effect , a  dream within a dream—and, as such, presents its claim to truth .
Entering th e story , releasing the sel f in dream , would thu s be (no t in an y abstract
sense, bu t throug h th e poet' s creativ e working upo n a  min d tha t i s not cu t of f
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from cosmos , tha t generate s cosmos , tha t i s cosmos) a  practica l an d immediat e
mode o f dreaming onesel f free .

Hunger an d fullness , forgettin g an d recalling , wakin g an d dreaming , drough t
and rain—thes e ar e th e alternate , bu t interpenetrating , antinomie s o f Cattanar' s
poem. I n general , hunger , wakefulness , an d forgettin g see m t o hav e th e uppe r
hand. A t best , ther e ar e momentar y victories , a s when Manimekala i leave s he r
begging bowl in drought-stricken Kaftci , thu s reversing the imminent disaster ; but
Pukar is still destroyed out o f the king' s forgetting . Deeper an d unresolved ar e the
issues relatin g t o th e natur e o f tha t existentia l connectio n that , unde r th e bes t
conditions, may come into play. Could one hear the story through to the beginnin g
and no t b e swallowe d up ? Ca n on e drea m one' s wa y bac k t o a  poin t befor e
forgetting an d no t wak e i n th e destructiv e regressio n towar d present-future ? Is
there a  way ou t o f the disguis e that unintentionall y bring s deat h t o th e forsaken
lover? Questions such as these, implicit i n the compositiona l logic of the narrative,
point to a delicate sense of discrete linkages that somehow touch without touching,
without ever constituting completeness o r restoring continuity i n experience. No t
even th e subtle , double-faced drea m ca n fill an innerness that ha s "nothing" as its
deepest truth . Nor ca n the ramifie d story, seeking restlessly for its point o f origin ,
reach its own completion—especiall y when told in the wrong direction , from start
to "finish, " a s if outside the dream .

6

I hav e trie d t o teas e ou t th e logi c o f dreaming , broadl y defined , i n on e sout h
Indian Buddhis t text . Th e exercis e assume s the existenc e o f a  Buddhist sensibil -
ity, accessible to us no less through narrative and poetry than in explicitly metaphysi -
cal works. T o ou r surprise , this sensibility seems concerned, t o some degree , with
issues relatin g t o discontinuit y withi n th e devolvin g self , wit h it s unhappy habi t
of linea r narration . Dreaming , i n thi s slipper y an d mostl y destructiv e world ,
is largely retrospective, and in this mode helps the fragmenting and linearized sub -
ject t o achieve a tenuous, perhaps liberating continuity within an expanded rang e
of remembered experience . B y th e sam e token , th e drea m ca n be sai d t o repea t
experience, n o doub t i n subtle r forms o f awareness , thus both underminin g th e
subject's identificatio n with hi s present, mor e limite d person a an d blockin g th e
future implosio n i n bein g an d selfhoo d tha t self-forgettin g mus t inevitabl y pro -
duce.

Buddhism disappeared entirely in south India, for somewhat mysterious reasons,
in th e medieva l period . Th e ascendan t mainstream, whic h w e no w cal l Hindu ,
was largely motivated by a different se t of deep intuitions, within which dreaming,
once again, finds a meaningful and expressive place. I cannot even begin t o addres s
here th e vas t topi c o f Hind u drea m culture , o r eve n o f sout h India n Hind u
dreaming and it s implicit logic. All I ca n d o i s to point , by wa y o f conclusion , at
the seemingl y quit e differen t se t o f notion s tha t emerg e fro m tw o shor t texts ,
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chosen fo r th e suggestiv e centralit y tha t the y giv e t o th e drea m withi n wide r
contexts o f poetic creativity . The firs t i s a single, remembere d (orall y circulated)
verse attributed t o th e greates t o f the medieva l Tamil poets , Kampan , and to his
son; the second is a striking dream journey, vicariousl y conceived, from fourteenth-
century Kerala . For presen t purposes , this tin y an d no t necessaril y representative
sample—from a  literature o f immense scop e an d richness—mus t suffice .

First, I  allow mysel f to posi t a  few hypotheses o f a  more genera l cast , relatin g
to Hindu dream cultur e throughout th e subcontinent. In contrast to the Buddhist
materials seen above, Hindu dream s seem to be mostly present- o r future-oriented.
Retrospection i s no t th e favore d mode . Dreamin g find s a n honore d plac e i n a
lengthy serie s tha t include s divination , manti c prophecy , poeti c knowledge , an d
similar expressiv e states . Withi n thi s series , drea m interpretatio n an d dreamin g
itself are frequently subjected to a kind of empirical verification: many stories insist
on th e dreamer' s searc h fo r hi s drea m i n th e worl d outsid e (wher e h e o r sh e
invariably finds it). There is a sense in which dreamin g has an ontic an d epistemi c
advantage ove r othe r form s o f consciousness , thoug h fo r reason s distinc t fro m
those tha t appl y i n th e Buddhis t sphere ; i n anothe r sense , dreamin g i s strangely
devalued, thoug h no t a s impoverished a s wakefulness .

Now t o Kampan' s poem. Lik e most suc h isolated stanza s (know n a s tanippatal
or catu),  orall y circulate d an d integrate d int o a  wider syste m o f popula r literary
culture, thi s verse is contextualized b y a  story that motivates and explain s its pri -
mary expressiv e features . On e nigh t th e Chol a kin g wa s prowling th e street s of
his city (as Tamil kings , curiou s and anxious, tend t o d o a t night), whe n h e cam e
upon th e templ e o f the gruesom e goddes s Kali—presumabl y o n th e onskirt s o f
the town, wher e Kal i usually lives. Peering throug h th e door , h e saw the demo n
servants o f th e goddes s busy gratin g sandalwoo d o n ston e t o mak e th e coolin g
sandal paste with which sh e is adorned. Kali is a hot an d terrifying goddess, always
in need o f cooling. Somehow , b y chance or forgetfulness , o r perhaps in impuden t
self-confidence, on e o f these demon s fingere d th e past e tha t wa s meant fo r th e
goddess, eve n liftin g i t t o hi s nose t o smel l it s strong fragrance . A  fellow demon ,
working beside him, warne d hi m no t t o d o this , but i t wa s too late—ther e was
no wa y for him to hide th e subtle fragrance tha t adhered t o hi s fingers. What els e
could th e companio n do , intent o n safeguardin g the rights of the goddess , except
to cu t of f the offendin g hand ?

All thi s th e kin g witnessed , an d wa s amazed . Bu t someho w th e surrealisti c
midnight scen e required corroboration, o r articulation, such as only the poet could
give. Ther e is another dimensio n to  the  king' s need , tha t of a test or trial : woul d
the cour t poe t Kampan , th e very epitome o f the supremel y gifte d singer , be able
to divine wha t had happened without bein g told? A poet shoul d know everything
from persona l experience, o r from an inner vision , o r fro m th e prompting o f the
god o r goddes s wh o speak s through hi m o r her . S o th e kin g wen t straigh t t o
Kampan's hous e an d knocke d o n hi s door . Firs t t o answe r wa s th e poet' s son,
Ampikapati, a  poet i n hi s own right . Sleepily—for the kin g had woken him—h e
sang the firs t hal f of a  Tamil poem:
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karaikku vatakk'  irukkum kalikka  larnmaikk'
araittu valicantai  toff  '  appey —

In Kali' s temple , o n th e northern shore ,
they were grindin g sandalwoo d o n ston e
to a  fine paste. A ghoul , toug h an d heedless ,
touched it—

This wa s a s far a s Ampikapati coul d go— a precis e bu t rathe r prosai c accoun t o f
what th e kin g ha d seen . A s so often i n stanza s o f this type , a  break occur s in th e
middle, leavin g th e poe m initiall y incomplete , danglin g tensel y i n th e air . Th e
pressure to fin d completion , a  linguistic and themati c closure , is immense; neithe r
the min d no r th e ea r ca n endur e a  half-finished poem. Someone,  anothe r poet ,
another voice , simpl y mus t ste p in t o extricat e th e listene r fro m the limb o o f the
open gap , jus t a s th e demon' s ac t o f half-unconsciou s transgressio n require s a
complementary an d closing act to contain and complete it . The kin g waits, restless
and unsure . At thi s point Kampan , poe t an d father, awakes and groggily sing s the
final two lines , as if describing hi s own dream :

uraittum
maraikkav ariya  tavanpcyin  kaiyaik
kuraikkuman kurkatti  kontu

though h e ha d been warned.
They cu t of f his hand: there was no
escaping. Coul d anyon e hid e
such fragrance ?

The primar y imag e deserve s t o b e restate d an d emphasized : ther e i s a n ac t o f
touching, whic h produces violen t amputatio n an d yet leaves a subtle and powerfu l
residue of the original , unsevered whole . This , i n a  way, i s the ironi c miracl e tha t
the kin g neede d t o hea r i n words , a n experienc e o f mangled continuit y acros s a
break. Needles s t o say , the poet s have passe d the test , recapitulating in word s th e
vision tha t onl y th e kin g had seen.

Did the y speak from out o f a dream? Or wa s the kin g himsel f dreamin g a s he
wandered th e midnigh t streets ? Technicall y speaking , we mus t answe r "no " o n
both counts . The kin g was, it seems, awake, thoug h the nocturna l ey e sees differ -
ently fro m th e ey e of day . (Thi s i s one reaso n th e kin g alway s goes ou t o n thes e
investigatory missions at night.) Th e poet s had emerged fro m sleep, although the y
are stil l so close t o i t a s to establis h the lin k betwee n poeti c an d oneiri c form s o f
knowing. I t is not b y chance that the stor y insists on th e sleepfu l setting , th e rud e
awakening, th e word s tha t flo w throug h th e uneve n transitio n fro m slee p t o
waking.

Already w e ar e i n a  differen t worl d fro m tha t of Manimekala i an d he r drea m
memories. A considerable part of the energy at work in both story and verse focuses
on the correlation between an externalized reality and its internal reexperiencing by
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the poet, who the n translate s it into words . Indeed , thi s triangulation—objectified
externality, internalizatio n i n drea m o r vision , and linguistic molding—might b e
said t o structur e th e entir e fiel d o f medieval sout h Indian drea m culture . Within
this field , the experiencin g subjec t is conceived i n term s quit e differen t fro m th e
Buddhist case.

Yet here , too , th e drea m comprise s a  specia l kin d o f linkag e tha t w e ca n
attempt to define analytically . Perhaps the organizing principle i s one o f concentri c
recapitulation an d mutua l encompassment : eac h vecto r o f the triangl e i s seen t o
repeat an d reconstitut e th e othe r two , s o that wha t i s true o f one wil l always be
true o f the other s as well. This formulatio n als o applies to th e directio n an d forms
of encoding , centra l t o al l three areas—th e objectifie d ac t o f transgressio n an d
mutilation, it s dreamlike reexperiencing o n the part of more tha n one subject, and
the way language works to hold it . Each of the vector s is necessary and privilege d
in it s own way . I f there i s anxiety presen t i n thi s context, a s there seems to be , i t
is no t tha t o f linear  narratio n wit h it s destructive closur e bu t rathe r o f potentia l
failure t o ti e th e thread s together , t o substantiat e the mutua l reinforcemen t o f a
single realit y repeate d across the apparent , and apparently broken, space .

In thi s sense, the drea m becomes a  mode, o r a n arena, fo r a  kind o f creative ,
expansive, an d only partl y conscious tautology (or , better , tautidentity) , in whic h
the dynami c re-coincidenc e o f levels , closin g th e gap s between them , become s
the majo r move . Or , pu t differently , w e coul d sa y that th e disparat e levels see m
to converge in the dream or in dreaming, whic h binds them together in symmetrical
self-encapsulation, a t a single point. Ther e are reasons for the facilit y o f the drea m
in thi s respect , not leas t among the m th e fac t tha t i t i s inherently mor e internal ,
hence highe r an d mor e encompassing , tha n wakin g perception . (Th e sam e o r
similar effect s ca n be achieved , by the way , i n thi s Hindu cosmos , by staring in a
mirror.) Als o relevant are the component s o f holism an d its fragmented encoding s
in th e drea m which , i n it s "lucid" an d self-consciou s mode , ma y clearl y revea l
the cod e (th e dream withi n a  dream). But thes e abstrac t formulations have taken
us too fa r from Kampan' s slight text ; t o illustrat e them a t work, w e hav e t o loo k
more closel y a t the wa y the poe m is built.

There is, to begin with , th e resonance i n theme betwee n th e registers we have
outlined. Somethin g i s left over—cu t off , but stil l fragrant, impregnate d wit h th e
original sig n o f transgression . The dream , too , cu t harshl y i n th e middle , migh t
be see n as another fragran t residue—as might th e poem . Ther e is , in thi s case , a
question a s to wha t release s the fragrance . In th e poem , i t i s the ac t o f grindin g
sandalwood int o paste. Oddly enough , thi s very ac t has its parallel in th e domai n
of language, for the first word tha t Kampan , the fathe r an d master poet, utter s o n
being awakene d i s uraittum—literally "speaking" (o r "warning"; that is , the word s
spoken t o the transgressing demon by his companion), bu t also , overlapping wit h
a homonymous root , "grinding" or "rubbing." Th e poet , then, through a  parono-
mastic device inherent in his art and in his vision, is somehow imitating the subjec t
of his poem. Paronomasti c joinings o f this type are calle d slesa (Tami l ciletai) an d
always involv e th e superimpositio n o r interweavin g o f semantic levels, triggered
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by phoneti c collapse ; we hav e alread y seen th e affinit y tha t exist s between suc h
linguistic doubling and the dream . Th e specifi c homonymou s pla y wit h th e roo t
urai recurs in other Tamil poems. I  cite the following example from the devotiona l
poet Cuntaramurtt i Nayanar , who addresse s the go d Siva :

Now th e gra y miseries o f age
will be upon me:
intent upo n ungratefu l deeds ,
I hav e worn mysel f thin,
seen fine-groun d turmeri c
grow stale .

Death frighten s me .

Grating and grinding my way
to your bright feet, 14

I wheeze an d sputter ,
confused,
knowing nothing
of the lif e o f feeling .

Show m e i n your mercy
some way to b e saved ,
father, lor d
dwelling in Itaimarutu .

If-we tak e the doubl e entendr e seriously , as the poe t require s us to do , w e would
have t o conclud e tha t speakin g is a kind o f grinding, th e transformin g of a crude
or raw substance into it s more subtl e and more powerfu l (and fragrant) form . Th e
process is  not, apparently , a  very gentl e one , nor  is  it lacking in  painfu l breaks .

This much is clear also from the manner in which the poem—we hav e returne d
to Kampan—i s composed. On e poet , th e les s experienced , speak s and fall s silent :
there i s acut e danger , a t thi s point , tha t th e coalescenc e i n level s wil l no t b e
reached, tha t subjec t and objec t wil l bot h remai n suspende d in a  no-man's lan d
of incompletion. Th e olde r poe t the n fill s i n th e ga p (wit h th e ac t o f speaking /
grinding) an d goe s o n t o spea k o f a  failur e t o hid e th e telltal e sign , an d o f th e
consequences of this failure. By now th e identification of poet and demon acceler-
ates—this, i t seems , i s how th e poe t know s wha t h e knows—s o tha t th e ac t o f
amputation become s interna l to th e poem , wit h it s acknowledged break . B y th e
time Kampa n has finished and can go back to sleep , the roya l listener i n the stor y
as well a s we, th e listeners outside it, can easily fill in the remainin g contours . Th e
poet, too , mus t touc h upo n som e preciou s bu t forbidde n substance , an offerin g
to th e goddess , and the pric e h e pay s fo r this wil l b e par t o f the poem .

In effect , wha t has happened is that the kin g and poe t no w shar e the visionary
dream. Thi s is not surprising : th e dream , being internal, is more, rathe r than less ,
real—it is a truth quite capable of being shared by more than one observer . Hindu
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dreams are not the stuf f of subjective experience, i n our sense of the word. Indeed ,
the poe m itsel f show s u s a  remarkable ambiguit y o r confusio n in th e subjectiv e
personae tha t i t presents. I t is difficult t o captur e this in translation , but th e reade r
should kno w tha t th e place wher e Ampikapati , th e son , get s stuck—a t the word
appey, "tha t demon"—has n o clea r referent. At no place in the poem i s the subject
of the touching , warning/grinding , o r cuttin g explicitl y an d simply stated . There
is a  demon , "tha t one, " whoeve r h e ma y be ; on e deduce s th e natur e o f th e
transaction throug h it s unfolding , withou t eve r entirel y unravelin g th e actors '
separate roles. The "self " tha t dreams, in this framework, include s al l the dramatis
personae of the drea m a s well a s the poe t wh o reconstruct s or reports their action,
which run s paralle l to , o r within , bot h poe m an d dream .

We coul d sa y more abou t thi s littl e verse , bu t w e hav e com e fa r enough t o
sum up, roughly , certai n fundamenta l perceptions. Ther e is the objectifie d nature
of the dream vision, which exist s outside but ca n be experienced internall y as well,
thanks t o th e correlativ e contour s tha t ti e togethe r thes e domains . Ther e i s a
somewhat slipper y subject, who simultaneousl y dreams, acts, and sings poetry, an d
who shift s role s within eac h of these modes. There is the focus on very immediate ,
essentially present-oriente d experience , whic h th e drea m o r poem restates . And
there is a critical doubling in  language, which splits into two homonymous register s
at precisely the point of bridging the  open space, enabling thi s connection through
a subtl e encodin g o r superimposin g o f domains . Whateve r ha s been broke n o r
spoken—and eac h of the three vectors we have isolated reveals analogous disconti-
nuities or ruptures in structure and process—survives in a bittersweet residual form,
carrying ove r somethin g o f the initia l fragrance.

Sometimes w e ca n se e th e drea m encodin g se t ou t fo r u s wit h surprisin g
precision; ou r fina l exampl e addresse s this issue more directly , an d als o points i n
the direction a  more complet e analysi s might take. The Suka-sandesa  o f Laksmidasa,
a Sanskri t poe m o f 16 4 ornat e verse s compose d i n Kerala , apparentl y i n th e
thirteenth century , belong s t o th e clas s o f "messenge r poems " (sandesa-kavya)  i n
which th e protagonist/speake r send s someon e o r somethin g wit h a  messag e o f
love t o hi s o r he r distan t beloved . Th e classica l prototyp e fo r th e entir e clas s is
Kalidasa's grea t work , Megha-duta  ("Th e Clou d Messenger") , i n which , a s th e
name indicates , th e unlikel y envo y i s a cloud. Othe r candidates for such missions
include variou s specie s o f birds, bees , th e moon , th e Tami l language , th e wind ,
and s o on. Ther e ar e ancien t root s t o th e entir e paradig m i n bot h Sanskri t and
Tamil, bu t th e classica l format , alread y fixe d i n Kalidasa' s work, require s certai n
stable features: the lover, frequentl y anonymous, fasten s upo n som e potential mes -
senger, whom he addresses mentally with the long lyrical exposition tha t constitutes
the poem ; h e beg s o r demand s tha t th e messenge r agre e to th e missio n an d then
describes, i n elaborat e detai l (an d generall y i n a  highly eroticize d fantas y mode) ,
the route to be taken across the subcontinent, with its rivers and sacred mountains
and othe r shrines ; h e offer s a n imaginar y scenari o tha t th e messenge r wil l fin d
upon arrival , an d tha t wil l allo w hi m t o identif y th e beloved , alway s in a  state o f
acute, nearl y fata l lovesickness ; h e the n specifie s th e exac t message , inevitably
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including word s of  comfor t and  the  promis e of  a  speedy end  to  separation , tha t
the messenge r i s to deliver . Thes e final verses, comprising th e wished-for , wholl y
imagined message , often provide a swelling crescendo, rich in pathos, to the entir e
lyrical progression. Fo r obviou s reasons , thi s genre offer s som e o f the mos t usefu l
descriptions w e posses s o f the geograph y o f medieval India , to sa y nothing o f the
wealth o f incidenta l informatio n abou t socia l formations, loca l rituals , language ,
and regional traditions . Some parts of India developed a  particular vogue in sandesa-
kavyas; Keral a was one o f these, and the Suka-sandesa  i s the earlies t example o f the
genre fro m thi s region. Her e the messenge r i s a parrot, an d the missio n i s framed
by a  dream.

It i s a remarkable work , couche d i n strikin g language tha t i s stretched t o th e
point of saying things never said before, or thought before , in Sanskrit.  Before we
examine tha t aspec t o f the poe m tha t i s directly relate d t o dreaming , w e shoul d
note tha t thi s clas s o f poems is , in general , th e "a s if" genr e pa r excellenc e i n th e
mirror world of Sanskrit cour t poetry . Here the self , i n its loneliness, imagine s a n
articulate messenge r int o existence , humanize s i t o r hi m alon g wit h th e entir e
landscape (now  permeate d b y huma n emotion) , an d then entrust s this messenge r
with an imaginary message and describes the imagined circumstance s of its delivery
to an internalized image o f the distan t beloved. O n th e fac e o f it, this format allows
one par t of the sel f to sen d a  message to another , split-of f part , s o that wha t we ,
as listener s an d readers , overhea r i s a  richl y texture d polyphoni c monologue ,
sometimes apparentl y o n th e edg e o f madness, and in any case issuing from a  state
of heightene d intensit y an d altere d awareness . We coul d cal l thi s stat e "love"—
in poetic self-presentation—and we can also begin to appreciate the logic o f having
it al l transpire in a  dream .

The drea m framewor k i s set ou t fo r u s in th e openin g vers e o f Laksmidasa's
text:

Drenched in autumn moonligh t
on th e stag e o f delight,
on th e ope n roof of a  tal l palace ,
they slept , exhausted
by th e game s o f love.
Is there a door t o loc k ou t fate ?
For h e wa s dreaming, and in hi s dream
was driven far away from her . (1.1)

His beloved i s a dancer , an d th e palac e roof and bedroom i s a stage, illuminate d
by the moon, a fitting setting for the histrionic adventur e that is overtaking the hero
in his mind. The messenger poems prefer anonymous and prototypical lovers—thu s
an unname d "he " dream s o f "her." As if to reinforc e th e dimensio n o f a  heavily
aestheticized splittin g within consciousness, the messenger dreamt up by the sleep -
ing her o i s th e ech o bird , a  parro t (suka)  wh o ca n b e relie d upo n t o repeat ,
verbatim, the latter' s address. The love r begins with a  series of pathos-laden verse s
describing hi s unhappy state, relativ e to th e remembere d past :
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Suffused b y love , an d uneas y in it s flow,
we suffere d agonie s o f separation
whenever eithe r o f us could no t b e seen ,
if only fo r a  moment.
Now whol e oceans , rivers , citie s
lie betwee n us , a s if forever. (1.8)

But a s we, th e listeners , know, th e presen t agony o f separation—vislesa, literally a
disjoining—is actuall y caused only b y th e lover' s dream . Hi s belove d lie s asleep
beside him, though in hi s dream he i s certain that she is far away, with a  crowded
continent betwee n them . H e canno t tolerat e this dreadful disunio n and seeks out
a messenger to clos e the gap . For ou r purposes , it is important t o se e that it is the
dream tha t split s th e coupl e i n two , o r rather , tha t divides the lover' s min d int o
two an d removes him fro m th e state of unbroken loving. O r i s it really unbroken?
Part o f the eloquenc e o f this drea m sequenc e derive s fro m th e implicatio n tha t
separateness, explicit in the dream, inheres in the normative conditio n and experi -
ence of love-in-union. At the same time, w e canno t escape the sense of doubling
that emerge s full y i n dream .

The poem' s progressio n wil l the n b e fro m a n initia l (dreamed , illusionary)
disjunction t o various forms o f subsequent (dreamed) reconnection, vi a the parrot
messenger. Naturally , ther e wil l be roo m fo r the poe t t o play with thi s fracture d
frame, s o rich in echoes and reflections . Dreamin g thu s appears at times within  th e
hero's message , that is , within hi s dream:

I se e you ove r and ove r in m y heart ,
I se e you sitting , slowl y walking ,
speaking, laughing , joyful —
and I  am torture d a  thousand time s ove r
for ever y such image
that melt s awa y when I  ope n m y eyes . (2.70 )

He i s visualizing her i n hi s mind, i n th e dream , and als o openin g hi s eyes, still in
the dream : waking-in-drea m turn s ou t t o b e a  painfu l state , unlik e th e swee t
comfort of the dream within a dream. As we saw earlier, the more deeply embedded
mode i s usually privileged i n crucia l ways, although th e presen t instance is not, I
think, a  case of lucid dreaming. T o loo k fo r instances of this type, which expos e
the drea m cod e i n relatio n t o it s frame, w e hav e t o tur n t o moment s i n whic h
the poe t allow s himself to pla y with figuratio n i n consisten t patterns. In lieu o f a
long discussion, one exampl e wil l have to do , from th e passage in which th e her o
is trying to hel p th e parro t identif y hi s beloved, a t the en d o f the journey:

You wil l know he r b y her crysta l teeth,
her lip s of ruby, he r sapphir e hair ,
her diamon d lustre , he r smil e o f white pearl .
God create d he r t o b e a  jewel o f a  woman,
and tha t i s what sh e is—no t just becaus e sh e i s so beautiful ,
but because , fo r once , word s mea n wha t the y say . (2.29 )
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We can , perhaps, put asid e the question of practicality: since all women in Sanskrit
poetry hav e smile s o f pear l an d hai r dar k a s sapphire, the parro t ma y stil l hav e
some difficult y i n makin g th e identification . Th e poin t lie s rathe r i n th e ironi c
literalization o f th e conventiona l metaphor s (mor e precisely , in term s prope r t o
this tradition, th e teet h o f crystal and lips of ruby are rupakas,  th e superimpositio n
of on e for m upo n anothe r withou t erasin g the differenc e betwee n them) . Thi s
should, o f course, be a series of similes, all too predictable . But th e poet has twisted
the techniqu e t o sui t hi s purpose . Wha t look s lik e littl e mor e tha n a  linguisti c
habit, with no existentia l power behin d it , becomes an identity statemen t on th e
level o f denotation (mukhya-vrtti,  i n th e poet' s usage  here): words actuall y mea n
what the y say . Th e belove d reall y i s a  jewel. Thi s highl y unusua l eventualit y
effectively close s off the alway s open spac e in language between th e verba l toke n
(vacakd) an d it s referent (vacyd)—the ga p tha t recapitulates the broke n structur e of
both externa l experienc e an d interna l vision , a s we hav e see n with referenc e t o
Kampan's poem .

Another wa y t o formulat e this , withou t overloadin g th e vers e beyon d it s
expressive limit , i s to observ e th e temporar y collaps e o f th e spac e between th e
subject and object of the simile (the upameya an d upamana,  in the Sanskri t terminol-
ogy). Th e figur e has , as it were , folde d in o n itself , i n a  kind o f downwar d drif t
toward the litera l and the concrete . Ou r poe t ha s a conspicuous fondness for this
move, whic h sometime s involve s th e pla y o f paronomasia (slesa)  suc h a s we sa w
in th e Tami l verse. 16 We canno t pursu e thi s them e t o th e end , bu t perhap s a
formulation ca n be attempte d i n term s o f the drea m logi c presen t in thi s work .
The drea m begin s wit h disjunction— vislesa—which brings tw o operativ e level s
into awareness : within himself , the dreamin g protagonis t mark s a  division an d a
lack. This splittin g inheres in dreaming , as it does in language an d al l experienced
reality. Bu t withi n thi s spli t an d double d world , code d b y familia r figures , ther e
is a  countervailin g movemen t towar d rejoinin g o r superimposin g th e separate d
domains, toward slesa —literally, an  "embrace" or  "junction"—or a  literalized and
embodied metapho r (rupaka),  i n which tw o level s are made t o coincide . There is
a sens e i n whic h th e drea m itsel f i s th e primar y locu s o f slesa,  a  paronomasti c
superimposition an d reintegration o f disparate elements (o r words, o r things) . I t
is no t s o muc h tha t dream s ar e "tropes, " a s Patricia Cox-Mille r ha s claime d fo r
another tradition , bu t tha t they encod e th e paralle l discontinuitie s i n language ,
vision, an d experienc e i n consisten t patterns of figuration, tending "downward "
or "backward" t o the concrete and thus narrowing o r even temporarily removin g
the ever-presen t gap .

Stated mor e simply , th e drea m i s now, i t seems , less o f a  message (fro m th e
past, fro m th e gods , fro m a n unrealize d future ) tha n a  code d promis e o f self -
coincidence, wher e word s migh t eve n mean wha t the y say , and visions could b e
as they seem .

Such coincidence spills over into the imagined—dreaming an d speaking—self .
What doe s the love r request the parro t to repea t t o hi s beloved?
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In ou r love , you're eve n more me
than I  am, and people know
I'm mor e you tha n you.
There's no distinction .
Let m y words , righ t or wrong,
born from th e turbulenc e of separation,
swell t o a  sea deep with joy
for you. (2.88 )

Separation (vislesd),  wit h it s turbulence, has produced th e tota l coincidenc e (slesa)
of personae, experienced an d acknowledge d i n the drea m (bu t only , i t seems , in
the dream) . An d i t is , perhaps, tellin g tha t th e fina l benediction , th e wis h tha t
brings closure to both dream and poem, takes the form of litotes, a double negation
that first articulates the ga p or absence and the n verball y abrogates it:

May th e tw o o f us never again be disjoined ,
not eve n in a  dream.

Think, then , o f th e doubl y negate d statemen t o f th e dream : a  poin t o f fusion ,
where th e doublin g an d dislocatio n inheren t i n consciousnes s are momentaril y
collapsed i n a n objectiv e inne r mode ; wher e th e shiftin g world s o f experience ,
language, an d visionary image are superimposed, pinned together i n paronomasia
or embodie d metaphor , thei r contour s allowe d t o coincid e throug h th e subtl e
power of figuration and a repeatedly embedded code . Slesa—re-coincidence, refig-
uration—is th e primar y drea m figure , a  promise o f connection. Eve n more tha n
language itself, dreaming suggests the momentary focus of the multiple and displaced
self in a  multiple an d dislocate d cosmos. "A s leaves are stuck together o n a  pin ,
the world s ar e held togethe r b y thi s syllable,"19 thi s dream .

Notes

1. I  distinguis h throughout th e goddes s Manimekhala (Sanskri t spelling ) fro m he r
namesake Manimekala i (Tamil spelling) . Fo r th e cul t o f Manimekhala , attested i n earl y
Buddhist literature an d stil l widespread in southeas t Asia , see Levi 1937 : 371-383.

2. Toda y sh e i s worshipped at Kodungallur i n Keral a a s Orraimulaicci, the Goddes s
with a  Single Breast . Thi s is the stor y o f Cilappatikamtn,  th e famou s twin-compositio n t o
Manimekalai, attribute d to Ilankovatikal - The mythi c history of Kannaki, and the grea t text
that tells it, have been studied in detail  from various perspectives; see, in particular, Obeye -
sekere 1984 ; als o Shulma n 1980: 200-210.

3. Fo r thi s term, which I  owe t o Dmitr i Segal , see Shulman 1993: 147.
4. Se e Shulman 1991: 9-17 .
5. Agains t this , se e discussion by Po . Ve . Comacuntarana r in hi s commentary on thi s

passage (Ilafikovatika l 1970 : 15).
6. I  wish t o than k Din a Stei n fo r insight s tha t hav e contribute d t o thi s formulation .
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7. annac  ceval  ayarntu  vilaiyatiya/  tann  ur u petaiyait  tamarai  yatakkap/  pumpoti  citaiyak
kilittup petai  kont'  / onk' im n tenkin  uyar  matal  e m [5.123-126] .

8. I  thank Do n Handelma n fo r remark s pertinent t o thi s passage , an d fo r discussion
of the conceptua l world o f Manimekalai.

9. Her e th e Buddhis t theory i s close t o Hind u notion s o f th e primac y of th e inne r
over th e objectifie d an d discontinuou s outside. See Handelman an d Shulma n 1997.

10. "Dyin g and bein g born ar e like sleeping and awaking " (pirantavar  catalum  irantavar
irattalum/ urankalum  vilittalum  ponrat' unmaiyin,  16.86—87) .

11. Se e Hunt 1989: 70-76, and the essay s by Barbara Tedlock (Chapte r 5) and Denni s
Tedlock (Chapte r 6) in thi s volume .

12. Thes e tw o passage s are closely intertwined, repeatin g the sam e formulas; Kovalan ,
too, see s a  dream that is as vivid as waking, nanavu—and that foretell s hi s death a t Maturai.

13. Yiga l Bronner i s preparing a ful l stud y of slesa  i n Sanskri t poetry an d theory .
14. uraippan  na n u n cevati  cera : Tevaram  o f Cuntaramurttinayana r 615.
15. I n th e followin g verse , h e complain s tha t h e canno t se e hi s belove d eve n i n a

dream, sinc e he ca n n o longe r fal l asleep—no t because, as we know , h e i s already alseep,
but becaus e he i s too lovesick.

16. Fo r a striking example, see 2.82, where the hero teases his beloved, in a remembered
vignette reported to the parrot , by a double entendr e buil t around the phrase bimbadhara—
a woma n whos e lowe r li p i s re d a s the bimba  fruit , o r th e bimba  tre e itself , wit h it s fruit s
hanging low. "Just as dear to me as you ar e is this bimbadhara"—by thi s point in the sentence,
the belove d is already weeping in rejectio n and jealousy, but th e her o concludes—"t o th e
parrot" (parrot s love t o pec k a t bimba  fruits) . Incidentally , this verse belongs to a n unusual
set o f severa l instance s in whic h a n utteranc e i s broke n off , blocked, o r distorted , an d
recognized a s such.

17. W e ma y not e her e anothe r powerfu l drea m text , Katika i Muttuppulavar' s eigh -
teenth-century Tami l work , th e Camuttira-vildcam,  i n whic h a  love-crazed heroin e speak s
a hundre d verse s t o th e ocean , al l of them i n slesa.

18. Co x Mille r 1994 : 3.
19. JaiminTya  Upanisad  Brahmana  1.10—wit h referenc e to Om .
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The Dream s an d Drama s of
a Jealous Hind u Quee n

Wendy Doniger

Dreams ar e a  serious matter i n classica l Hinduism, indee d seriousl y material. Thi s
is a  subject that I  hav e treate d elsewher e a t som e length, 1 bu t i t migh t b e usefu l
to summariz e som e basi c Hindu approache s t o dream s befor e focusin g on th e
particular grou p o f texts I  wis h t o discuss . Th e Hind u attitud e t o dream s i s part
of a  mor e genera l Hind u attitud e t o illusion , calle d maya.  Th e entir e materia l
world is regarded, theoretically a t least, a s an illusion wrought by Go d fo r Hi s (o r
Her) pleasure , fo r th e game , th e spor t (Hid);  i n a  ver y basi c sense , the univers e
(including ourselves ) is a dream dream t b y God . Thi s doe s no t necessaril y mean
that it , and we, ar e unreal, though certai n idealistic forms of Indian religions, bot h
Buddhist an d Hindu , d o tak e thi s tack . O n th e contrary , fo r mos t Sout h Asians
it means  tha t ou r ow n dream s are , i n a  sense , synchronize d wit h thos e o f th e
author o f the univers e and henc e on e o f the mos t reliabl e source s of insight int o
the realit y o f tha t universe .

Dreams, myths , an d illusion are alike in many ways , but the y are also differen t
in many ways and each teaches us something abou t reality. Each deals with a form
of mental transformation , an d with th e epistemologica l problem s raise d by thos e
transformations. Th e overarchin g illusio n (maya)  tha t th e cosmo s (sometime s re -
ferred to a s brahma) i s real at all is seldom visibl e to us . We ca n sense it, sometimes ,
through th e mino r illusion s o r mistaken perceptions (bhmma)  tha t India n philoso-
phers (suc h as Sankara) discus s at some length: the rop e mistaken for a  snake, th e
shell mistaken for silver. Dreams, too, are often retroactively recognized as mistaken
perceptions, bu t one s that catapul t the dreamer s into ne w understanding s of their
waking life . On e migh t sa y that bhrama  i s the ke y t o brahma.

In thi s essay , 1  wish t o discus s th e way s i n whic h dream s illuminat e various
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other sort s of illusions and ar e illuminated b y them . I  wish t o d o thi s by focusing
on a  complex cycl e o f classica l Sanskri t texts surrounding th e mythica l figure s o f
King Udayana , hi s queen, Vasavadatta , and a  serie s o f co-wives. Thre e episode s
are told in the Ocean  of Story (Kathasaritsagard) —which ma y not hav e been recorde d
earlier tha n th e version s in Sanskri t plays, but come s ou t o f a  simpler an d earlie r
genre. One tell s of a celestial magician (vidyadhara) wh o disguise d himself as Udayana
and seduce d a  woman who m Udayan a ha d intende d t o tak e a s his co-wife (tex t
1, in whic h th e co-wif e i s Kalingasena); another tell s u s tha t Quee n Vasavadatta
magically disguise d hersel f an d serve d th e woma n who m th e kin g intende d t o
make hi s co-wife, unti l th e kin g sa w through th e disguis e b y means of the ar t of
garland makin g (tex t 2 , th e co-wif e Padmavati) ; i n a  third , Udayan a becam e
unfaithful an d inadvertently calle d Vasavadatta by the name o f her rival and, later,
secretly seduced—whil e th e quee n watche d i n hiding—ye t anothe r riva l that she
had trie d i n vai n t o concea l fro m hi m (tex t 3 , Viracita) . Thi s cycl e o f storie s
was take n u p i n thre e Sanskri t dramas , on e b y Bhasa , who replace d th e magi c
transformations an d disguise s with a  drea m sequenc e (tex t 4 , Padmavat i again) ,
and two  by  King Harsa , who  replace d the m with a  portrait of  a  co-wife (tex t 5,
Ratnavali) an d a  pla y withi n a  pla y (tex t 6 , Priyadarsika).  W e ma y represen t th e
basic plot s o f thes e si x texts o n a  chart :

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Genre

narrative
narrative
narrative
play
play
play

What Conceal s

magic
magic
disguise
disguise
disguise
disguise

Who I s
Disguised

magician
queen
co-wife
queen
co-wife
co-wife

What Reveal s

sleep
garland/portrait
slip o f the tongu e
dream/portrait
necklace/portrait
play

A comparison o f these texts does not particularl y illuminate India n attitude s to
the content  of dreams, bu t i t does tell us a lot abou t the function o f dreams in Hindu
culture. Ho w d o thes e variou s form s o f illusion—magi c impersonation , magi c
disguise, art , portrait, play, slip of the tongue , and , abov e all , dream—work, eac h
in it s own way , a s roads to th e recognitio n o f the tru e self , an d th e tru e beloved ?
What do they tel l us about the relationshi p betwee n dreams , theatre , and personal
masquerade? Workin g with a  method somewha t aki n t o th e linguistic  principl e
of minimal pair s (which establishe s the equivalence o f sounds or letters that chang e
the meanin g whe n they replace on e anothe r i n a  word), we ma y excavate a series
of minima l pair s o f illusions . And w e ma y as k questions abou t them : Wha t ar e
the functiona l equivalents o f the dream , an d why? Doe s th e fac t tha t dream s can
be replaced by magic, art, and so forth, further blur or clarify the always problematic
blurred boundaries between dream s and secondary elaborations?

Let u s begin wit h th e firs t text :
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Kalingasena and the Magician

King Udayana wanted t o make a n alliance with a  king whose daughter , Kalinga -
sena, cam e t o Udayana' s kingdo m o f Kausamb i an d aske d hi m t o marr y her ,
which h e agree d t o do . Bu t Udayana' s prim e minister , wh o di d no t wan t thi s
marriage t o happe n becaus e he ha d promise d th e king' s firs t wife , Vasavadatta,
that she would hav e no co-wife , intrigue d wit h th e astrologer s to dela y the date
of the wedding fo r si x months, durin g which Kalingasen a lived i n the kingdom .
The prim e ministe r mentally summoned a  demon [raksasa]  name d Yogesvara and
told hi m t o watc h ove r Kalingasen a nigh t an d da y in orde r t o catc h her doin g
something that would prov e her unfi t t o wed the king . I n particular, he advised,
"If sh e were t o hav e a n affai r wit h a  celestia l magician [vidyadhara]  o r someon e
like that , tha t woul d b e ver y fortunate . And you must  observ e th e divin e love r
when h e i s asleep, even i f he come s in a  different form , for divin e beings assume
their ow n form s when the y fal l asleep. "

Now, a  celestial magician named Madanavega had fallen in love with Kalinga-
sena; he used his magic to com e t o her room in the for m of the king and seduce
her. Th e demo n foun d th e magicia n in his own form , aslee p o n th e be d o f the
sleeping Kalingasena; for he wa s a divine man an d ha d los t his false form because
his magic power t o d o thi s vanished when h e wa s asleep.

The demo n calle d the prime minister , who brought th e king to Kalingasena's
room; h e sa w her aslee p an d th e magicia n aslee p beside he r i n hi s ow n form .
The kin g wante d t o kil l him, bu t jus t the n th e magicia n wa s awakened b y his
magic an d h e wen t ou t an d fle w awa y t o th e sky . I n a  moment , Kalingasena
woke u p too ; sh e said t o th e king , "Wh y di d you g o awa y a  moment ag o and
come bac k \vit h your minister? " Th e ministe r explained t o her , "Someon e wh o
took th e for m of the kin g magically deluded yo u an d married you ; i t wasn't th e
king." And they left . Th e ministe r told everythin g t o Vasavadatta , who thanke d
him.

Udayana kep t thinkin g abou t Kalingasena' s beauty, an d on e nigh t whe n h e
was ful l o f lust he went t o he r roo m alone , wit h a  sword i n hi s hand, and asked
her t o becom e hi s wife. But sh e rejected him, saying , "You shoul d regar d me as
another man' s wife. " Th e kin g withdrew an d eventuall y forgo t abou t her . Bu t
the magician, who had overheard the conversation, praised his wife and continue d
to visi t her , thoug h h e added , "Eve n thoug h yo u ar e a  virtuous woman , yo u
have gotten th e reputatio n of a whore."

The magicia n is revealed in his postcoital repose, the sleep that both allows posses-
sion and reveals it. For the Hindus believe tha t a  god or demon who masquerade s
as someon e els e i n be d i s compelled t o tak e hi s ow n tru e for m whe n h e lose s
mental contro l an d henc e inadvertentl y turn s of f th e curren t fro m th e magi c
projector in his mind. This happens when he sleeps , gets drunk, dies , gets angry—
or makes love, when sexual passion strips away the final illusion, the cursed disguise,
and reveal s the tru e identity. 4 But i n thi s cas e th e unmaskin g take s place afte r th e
damage ha s bee n clone , an d Kalingasen a i s punished , an d calumniated , fo r no t
seeing through the trick sooner. Vasavadatta play s no active role; the prime minister,
assisted b y th e demo n and , inadvertently , th e magician , intervene s t o ge t ri d o f

76
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the feared co-wife—who must , even at the end , stil l defend herself from the lustfu l
Udayana.

But Vasavadatt a play s a n activ e rol e i n othe r episode s i n th e cycl e abou t
Udayana, whic h begi n wit h th e sam e premis e a s the stor y o f Kalingasena : fo r
political reasons, Udayana must take a second wife (o r wives). Before the encounter
with Kalingasena , Udayan a ha d becom e involved  wit h anothe r woman , i n th e
following story :

Padmavati, th e Lady with the Lotus

King Udayana o f Vatsa, married t o Vasavadatta , daughte r o f the kin g o f Avanti,
was so in love wit h he r tha t he neglecte d hi s royal duties . His ministers decided
to sav e him fro m himsel f b y getting the kin g o f Magadha, thei r enemy , t o giv e
his daughte r Padmavat i ("Th e Lad y with th e Lotus" ) t o th e kin g an d t o mak e
the king believe that Vasavadatta was dead. The minister s gave the queen a charm
that enable d he r t o chang e he r shape , an d sh e disguise d herel f a s a  Brahmi n
woman, unde r th e name o f Avantika ("The Woma n fro m the Cit y o f Avanti,"
in Vasavadatta's kingdom), an d went to serve Padmavati at the cour t of Magadha.

When the kin g of Magadha offere d Padmavat i to Udayana , he accepted her .
Vasavadatta made garland s for Padmavati, using a special technique tha t the kin g
had taugh t her . Th e brida l coupl e returne d t o Vatsa , and Vasavadatt a followe d
in th e rear . Th e kin g aske d Padmavat i wher e sh e had gotte n th e garlands ; she
said she had gotten the m fro m Avantika , and the n th e kin g kne w tha t Avantika
must b e Vasavadatta . The ministe r tol d th e kin g all , and th e kin g an d hi s tw o
wives live d happil y together .

Udayana recognize s Vasavadatt a b y recognizin g himsel f in her—throug h th e ar t
of the garlan d tha t h e had taugh t her .

But befor e Padmavat i (and , therefore , befor e Kalingasena) , ther e ha d bee n
another, a s told in thi s story :

Viracita and the Sli p of the Tongu e

King Udayana married Vasavadatta, but afte r a  while, Udayana became unfaithfu l
and made love wit h a  woman i n the hare m name d Viracita , with whom he had
had a n affai r before . On e da y he calle d the quee n b y th e wron g name , Viracita,
and ha d t o appeas e her b y fallin g a t he r feet . Later , a  beautifu l princes s name d
Bandhumati wa s sent as a present to th e queen . Th e quee n conceale d he r unde r
the name of Manjulika, but the king saw her and secretly seduced her. Vasavadatta,
who wa s hidden , witnesse d thi s act ; furious a t first , she eventuall y relented an d
accepted Bandhumati , fo r she had a  tender heart. 6

The kin g mistake s on e woma n fo r another , mistakin g no t th e perso n bu t th e
name; when th e quee n conceal s first the riva l an d then herself , th e king finds the
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secret woman and the quee n watches the secre t act . I n the end , al l is revealed and
all i s accepted.

Three Sanskri t drama s o f Bhasa an d Hars a tak e u p th e stor y o f Udayana an d
Vasavadatta fro m th e narrative s an d weav e elaborate , rococ o variation s o n th e
theme o f sexua l masquerade . Le t u s begin wit h Bhasa' s Svapnavasavadatta,  "Th e
Drama o f Vasavadatta (wh o meet s he r husband ) i n a  Dream," which share s with
the firs t text fro m th e Ocean  o f Story  th e revealin g sleep/dream; with th e second ,
much of the plo t and the name s of the women; and , wit h th e third , more o f the
plot an d th e sli p o f the tongue .

The Dream o f Vasavadatta

King Udayan a wa s marrie d t o Vasavadatt a and love d he r to o muc h t o tak e a
second wife , bu t ther e wa s a  prediction tha t fo r th e goo d o f th e kingdo m h e
should marr y Padmavati . Th e king' s ministe r sprea d the rumo r tha t Vasavadatta
was dead , bu t secretl y h e pu t Vasavadatt a in th e car e o f Padmavati , givin g he r
the nam e o f Avantika . Udayan a marrie d Padmavati , an d Vasavadatt a mad e a
garland fo r he r husband' s bride .

Padmavati wa s stricke n wit h a  headach e an d la y down i n a  room differen t
from her own room. The king and the clown went to her own room to conciliate
her, bu t th e clown , seein g the garlan d tha t Vasavadatta had made, mistoo k i t for
a cobr a an d fled . Th e king , findin g tha t Padmavat i wa s no t i n fac t there , fel l
asleep in Padmavati's bed. Vasavadatt a came in and, thinkin g that Padmavati was
in th e bed , sa t on i t an d said , "I wonde r wh y m y hear t rejoice s so as I si t beside
her. An d by lying o n one sid e of the bed she seems to invite me to embrace her .
I wil l li e down there. " And sh e lay down.

Then the king , dreaming , calle d out, " O Vasavadatta, " and the quee n stoo d
up an d said , "It's  th e king , no t Padmavati ! Ha s h e see n me? " Agai n th e kin g
called out , "O , princes s o f Avanti! " an d sh e realized , "Good , th e kin g i s just
talking i n hi s sleep . There' s n o on e here , s o I  wil l sta y here fo r a  moment an d
satisfy m y eye s and m y heart. "

Udayana (continuin g i n hi s sleep) : My darling , answe r me . Ar e yo u angr y
with me ?

V: No , no , bu t I  am unhappy .
U: I s it because you ar e rememberin g Viracik a [sic]?
V (angrily) : G o away ; i s Viracika here too ?
U: The n le t me ask you t o forgive me fo r Viracika.
V: I'v e staye d here fo r a long time. Someone  migh t see . I' d bette r g o .. .

As soon as she had left, th e king stood up and cried out , "Vasavadatta ! Stay, stay!"
Then, not sur e if he had dreamt i t or not, h e said , "If it's a  dream, i t would hav e
been goo d neve r t o wak e up . Bu t i f i t i s a delusion , le t m e kee p i t fo r a  lon g
time."

Messengers brought a portrait of Vasavadatta with Udayana, sent by Vasavadat-
ta's mother . The identit y o f Vasavadatta was revealed, through th e portrait , and
everyone lived happily together.7
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There are three masquerades in this play, or at least quasi-masquerades: Vasavadatta
masquerades a s th e minister' s sister ; Vasavadatt a a t firs t mistake s th e kin g fo r
Padmavati in the bed; and the king mistakes the real Vasavadatta for the Vasavadatta
in hi s dream . Th e conten t o f th e drea m i s mos t revealing . Th e king , aslee p
(innocently) i n th e rival' s bed , remember s anothe r occasio n o n whic h h e wa s
unfaithful t o hi s wif e an d wa s reveale d b y th e shamefu l sli p o f th e tongu e ( a
subconscious act , just like a dream, hence a  kind o f dream within a  dream). Thi s
conversation withi n th e drea m i s particularly noteworthy becaus e the traditiona l
dream books usually analyze only th e visua l images of dreams, not th e words .

In both of these stories about the co-wife Padmavati, the king loves Vasavadatta
more than the othe r woman, an d merely take s a second wife fo r political reasons.
But i n Harsa' s plays , t o whic h w e no w turn , th e kin g prefer s th e secon d wif e
erotically a s well a s politically, and Vasavadatta' s quandary is not merel y political,
nor i s i t s o easil y resolved . Significantly , these co-wive s d o no t hav e politica l
pseudonyms, a s Vasavadatt a doe s whe n sh e call s hersel f Avantika , but , rather ,
natural pseudonyms, like Padmavati ("The Lad y with th e Lotus"): they are called
Sagarika an d Aranyika , the ladie s o f th e ocea n an d th e forest . I n Harsa' s plays,
moreover, a s in th e thir d narrativ e text, i t i s the identit y o f the co-wife , no t o f
Vasavadatta, that is concealed for political reasons, and the co-wife therefore suffer s
much of the loss of status and identity that Vasavadatta suffers i n the other versions .
To thi s extent , ou r sympath y is with th e co-wife ; bu t w e als o empathiz e wit h
Vasavadatta, who  suffer s the  los s of  the king' s love .

Let u s begin wit h Harsa' s Ratnavali, which take s u p th e stor y after th e event s
known fro m th e version s o f th e stor y tha t w e hav e see n (th e predictio n tha t
Udayana must marry Ratnavali, the rumor o f Vasavadatta's death) and a few more:
while Ratnaval i ("Th e [Lad y wit h the ] Jeweled Necklace") , th e daughte r o f the
king of Simhala, was sailing to Kausambi, the ship was wrecked an d Ratnavali was
fished out b y a  merchant an d give n t o th e minister , who recognize d her b y th e
jeweled necklace she always wore. He put her in Vasavadatta's service as a handmaid
named Sagarik a ("Oceanic"). Thi s i s where th e pla y begins:

Ratnavali, th e Lady with th e Jeweled Necklace

Vasavadatta tried to kee p the king from seeing Sagarika, who wa s very beautiful ,
but Sagarik a saw him an d fell i n love with him. Sh e painted a portrait of the king
as Kama , th e go d o f love , an d he r frien d painte d in , besid e him , a  portrait o f
Sagarika a s Rati, Kama' s wife. Th e kin g the n foun d th e portrai t tha t Sagarika
had mad e o f hi m an d declare d hi s passionat e lov e fo r th e unknow n maide n
who ha d painted his portrait an d hers . Vasavadatta saw the portrai t an d becam e
suspicious; sh e bribed Sagarika' s friend, b y givin g he r som e o f her ow n clothes ,
to ge t he r t o guar d Sagarika . Thi s woman , however , dresse d Sagarik a i n th e
queen's clothe s and arrange d for th e Kin g to mee t Sagarik a whe n Sagarik a was
disguised as Vasavadatta. But Vasavadatta' s friend overhear d Sagarika's friend talk-
ing about it, and the quee n went to th e place of assignation, th e portrai t gallery.
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The king mistook her for Sagarika and made love to her with words, addressing
her as Sagarika. But when the king attempted t o kiss "Sagarika," th e queen thre w
off her veil , in fury , an d said , "Your Majesty, I  really a m Sagarika. For you hav e
projected Sagarik a into you r heart , s o that yo u imagin e tha t everything  seem s t o
be made o f Sagarika." The kin g said , "Oh, no ! This really is Queen Vasavadatta."
The kin g begge d he r to forgiv e him, bu t th e quee n wen t away .

Then Sagarika, in disguise as Vasavadatta, started to hang herself with a creeper,
in sham e tha t he r secre t lov e ha d been foun d out . Th e king , thinkin g tha t she
was Vasavadatta trying t o commi t suicid e because he ha d mad e lov e t o anothe r
woman, embrace d her . Sagarika , thinking tha t h e kne w tha t sh e wa s Sagarika,
rejoiced, but when she said, "Let m e go, Your Majesty ; don't offend th e queen,"
the kin g realized , wit h joy , tha t i t wa s Sagarika , an d embrace d he r again . Just
then th e quee n cam e back t o forgiv e her husban d an d accep t hi s apologies. Sh e
heard hi s voice an d decide d t o snea k up o n hi m fro m behind an d pu t he r arm s
around hi s neck. Bu t the n sh e overheard Sagarik a say to th e king , "Wha t i s the
use o f this false , insincer e lovemaking ? For th e quee n i s dearer t o you tha n you r
very life. " Th e kin g replied , "No , bu t th e affectio n tha t I  feel fo r you ha s more
passion because i t come s fro m violen t love. "

As soon a s he sai d that , Vasavadatt a came fort h an d th e king , looking a t he r
in embarrassmen t an d confusion , replied , "M y queen ! Don' t accvis e me with n o
cause. I  thought tha t this woman wa s you; i t wa s a  natural mistake , because she
was wearing clothe s just lik e yours. S o forgive me. " H e fel l a t her feet , bu t th e
queen ha d Sagarik a imprisoned—until sh e was identified (throug h th e necklace )
as th e princes s Ratnavali . The n Vasavadatt a adorned Ratnaval i wit h he r ow n
ornaments, too k he r hand and joined it with th e king's, an d they al l lived happily
together.

There ar e a  number o f disguises in thi s involuted plot . Th e princes s Ratnavali i s
disguised as a servant, Sagarika; the princes s disguised as a servant is then disguise d
as th e queen ; th e queen , no t disguise d a t all , i s taken fo r (th e princes s disguise d
as) th e servan t disguise d a s the queen ; an d th e princes s disguised a s the servan t
disguised as the queen i s mistaken for the queen. Vasavadatta begins the masquerade
inadvertently whe n sh e gives her ow n clothe s t o he r rival' s friend , bu t the n th e
reins are taken ou t o f her hands when th e clothe s ar e used to deceiv e her . When
Vasavadatta unconsciousl y impersonate s Sagarik a impersonatin g Vasavadatta , as
David Shulma n remarks , "The queen , in being herself , is playing a t being anothe r
who i s as herself." Du e t o th e double-double-cross , i n which the kin g mistakes
his queen for the Other Woman, an d the Other Woman for the queen, he actually
makes love t o hi s quee n whe n sh e i s undisguised , thinkin g sh e i s someone els e
pretending t o be herself. He call s her by the wrong name , "Sagarika, " a  fatal error .
This i s the situatio n in a  sexual fantasy: a  man i s in bed with his wife, and imagine s
that sh e i s someone els e pretending t o b e her .

The Priyadarsika,  b y th e sam e author , Harsa , ring s furthe r variation s o n th e
same themes . Believ e i t or not , th e plo t get s even mor e complicated , an d now i t
is th e man , no t th e woman , wh o i s spli t u p an d impersonate s himself—or , i n
David Shulman' s words, "undergoe s triplication" :
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Priyadarsika, th e Fores t Gir l

King Udayana, married to Queen Vasavadatta, was supposed to take as his second
wife the Princess Priyadarsika, but before the wedding could take place, Priyadar -
sika's fathe r (Vasavadatta' s uncle ) ha d bee n deposed , an d i n th e ensuin g chaos
Priyadarsika went into hidin g under th e nam e o f Aranyika ("The Fores t Girl") .
Vasavadatta, no t knowin g wh o sh e was, took he r into her service , but th e kin g
fell i n love wit h her . Th e queen , worried tha t she had los t the king' s affections ,
decided t o stag e a play about hersel f and Kin g Udayana .

Aranyika wa s to pla y th e queen , whil e thei r frien d Manoram a wa s to pla y
the king. But Manorama, without Aranyika's knowledge, colluded with the clown
so tha t the kin g took Manorama' s plac e and Aranyika and th e kin g coul d mak e
love right before the queen' s eyes. Vasavadatta gave Aranyika the ornaments from
her body , an d sh e gave Manorama th e ornament s tha t Vasavadatta' s fathe r ha d
given the king at their marriage. The kin g met Manorama , wh o wa s dressed like
him. Sh e gave hi m his/he r ornaments , includin g th e ring . Th e kin g mad e hi s
first speech, and the queen said , "Bravo t o the king," rising suddenly to her feet .
The kin g said to himself , "What! Th e quee n ha s recognized me! " Bu t the play -
wright sai d to the queen , "Calm down. It' s just a play," and Vasavadatta replied,
"What! It is Manorama! But I  thought, 'It' s the king. ' Bravo , bravo, Manorama!
Well acted!" The playwrigh t said to Vasavadatta, "Your Majesty , truly Manorama
made you mistak e one fo r another . Look : th e form , garments , gait , voice—thi s
clever woma n ha s presented th e kin g t o u s before ou r ver y eyes. " Vasavadatta
suddenly stoo d u p again , saying , " I can' t bea r to se e another falsification. " Th e
playwright insisted, "But it' s just a play, theater, spectacle. It' s not proper to leave
the theatr e a t the wron g tim e an d break the mood. "

Vasavadatta walke d awa y an d foun d th e clow n aslee p a t th e doo r o f th e
picture gallery . She thought t o herself , "The kin g mus t be here , too . I'l l wak e
up th e clow n an d as k him." Th e clow n awoke , an d i n hi s stupor blurte d out ,
"Manorama, ha s the kin g finishe d actin g yet?" Vasavadatt a sai d (sadly) , "What !
Was it the king who acted? " She saw Manorama and said, "Bravo, bravo , Mano-
rama. Well acted . Get up . I  know al l about the play about Aranyika." The king ,
seeing Vasavadatta and Manorama, said, "What! The quee n ha s recognized me. "

The quee n imprisone d Aranyik a but se t her fre e whe n sh e discovere d tha t
Aranyika was Priyadarsika. She joined th e hands of Aranyika and the king, saying,
"Her fathe r gav e her t o you lon g ago. " "

Vasavadatta salvage s he r pride with tha t las t line , implying that duty , no t passion ,
is wha t motivate s th e king—o r s o sh e pretends to think . Thi s i s an inversio n o f
the sentimen t tha t th e kin g expressed i n Ratnavali,  t o th e queen' s distress : tha t i t
was just duty , no t passion , tha t joined hi m t o th e quee n herself .

The clown' s sleep, which lets him reveal the truth to the queen, a key moment
in the plot, is a transformation of the king's dream in "The Drea m of Vasavadatta."
The grea t innovation here is the play within the play in which the king impersonates
Manorama impersonating him. Thi s situation involves not only a double imperson-
ation bu t a  doubl e chang e o f gender , a  double—cross-dress ; a s i f thi s wer e no t
complex enough , i t i s furthe r complicate d whe n th e pla y i s produced b y thos e



82 Chin a an d Indi a

many India n traditions—perhap s allude d t o in this very play—in whic h men pla y
the part s of women, an d other s i n which wome n pla y th e part s of men. A t such
a moment , on e coul d imagin e a  woman playing th e par t o f the kin g playin g th e
part o f Manorama playin g the par t of the kin g (lik e a male acto r playing Rosalind
playing Ganymed e playin g Rosalind , in  As  You  Like It).  As  in the  earlie r Hars a
play, bu t thi s tim e o n purpose , Vasavadatt a begins th e masquerade , castin g he r
rival a s herself, causin g he r riva l t o impersonat e her . But , onc e again , Udayan a
does no t follo w th e par t tha t sh e ha s written fo r him : h e take s ove r th e casting ,
reversing th e queen' s intentio n (t o bring hi m clos e t o her ) b y using th e queen' s
play to stage his own infidelit y right before her eyes.The tw o fantasie s intermingle ,
and th e queen' s pla n backfires as his fantasy become s hers , hi s vision overpower s
hers, an d sh e see s no t wha t sh e wants t o se e (he r strayin g husband makin g lov e
to he r a s she was when h e love d her ) bu t wha t sh e fears t o see , actually sees , an d
allows hersel f t o b e talke d ou t o f saying that sh e sees : her husban d makin g lov e
to he r rival . Sh e stages her dream , an d the kin g stage s her nightmare . Th e quee n
moves, an d the kin g checkmate s her .

Vasavadatta is the leas t deluded characte r in al l of the plays . Only in the Ocean
of Story  doe s the kin g se e through th e trick . I n Bhasa he i s fooled; in th e Ratnavali
he think s h e i s the trickste r (disguisin g his mistress as his wife) , bu t stil l he i s th e
one wh o i s fooled ; an d i n th e Priyadarsika,  wher e h e agai n engineer s th e tric k
(disguising himself a s himself), the quee n stil l sees through it . Hi s ignoranc e an d
confusion tormen t her, but he r poignant knowledg e o f what i s going on torment s
her even more . Wher e most women in this situation find it hard enough t o watc h
their me n replac e the m wit h wome n who replicat e the m (ofte n i n the form the y
had when they were young) , Vasavadatt a must literally watch he r role usurped by
her younger rival . Th e metapho r o f the understud y her e become s literalized .

It i s interesting t o rea d thes e plays with a n ey e to th e differen t consequence s
of the triplication o f the woman (Vasavadatt a in the Ratnavali)  and the triplicatio n
of th e ma n (Udayan a i n th e Priyadarsika).  Wher e Shulma n ha s aske d question s
about th e fragmentatio n o f th e king , Donige r woul d as k question s abou t th e
fragmentation o f the queen , bot h withi n hersel f and in he r comple x relationshi p
with the othe r wome n loved b y the ma n sh e loves. Fo r instance , the fac t tha t (in
the Priyadarsika)  Vasavadatt a immediately recognize s the king when he is disguised,
while Udayan a (i n the Ratnavali)  wrongl y take s Vasavadatta for Sagarika disguised
as Vasavadatta , is typical o f th e literatur e o f sexua l masquerade, whic h generall y
depicts women a s more ofte n tricking , an d les s ofte n tricked , tha n men .

Who i s staging the dream ? Who i s in control ? We migh t mak e a  distinctio n
between activ e dream s and passive nightmares, consciou s an d unconscious trick -
sters: the activ e masqueraders ar e the manipulators , like Queen Vasavadatta at first
both i n Ratnavali  and in Priyadarsika  an d like Udayana late r in tha t play, while th e
the passive , unconsciou s masquerader s woul d includ e bewitche d an d possesse d
characters i n myths , bu t als o peopl e wh o discove r that , without willin g it , the y
have been masqueradin g as themselves, like Vasavadatta later in th e Ratnavali.  Yet
even (o r especially ) th e activ e masqueraders tend t o ge t caugh t up i n thei r ow n
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tricks and discover a frame outside (or inside) the one that they themselves construct
to impersonate someon e else, 13 a frame in which tha t someone els e or they them-
selves ma y unknowingl y b e impersonatin g themselves . Thi s i s what happens , i n
different way s and i n differen t texts , to bot h Udayana an d Vasavadatta.

Let m e conclud e b y returnin g t o th e relationshi p betwee n magica l illusio n
(used by Kalingasena' s magician), ar t (the trick o f garland making) , th e sli p of the
tongue, dreamin g (experience d by King Udayana in the play by Bhasa), masquerad-
ing (b y the wome n i n th e firs t Hars a play) , an d playactin g (b y the ma n i n th e
second Hars a play) . The firs t differ s fro m th e other s i n severa l ways: the illusor y
form o f th e magicia n lies , prevent s rathe r tha n facilitate s th e unio n o f
the kin g an d hi s mistress, an d i s ended, rathe r tha n created , b y th e suspensio n o f
rational thought. I n all of the other variants , the illusory form tells the truth, brings
about the  ultimat e unio n of  the  kin g and  the  mistress , and  is  create d by  the
suspension o f rationa l thought . Th e exception  highlights , i f it doe s no t actuall y
prove, th e rule : on e ca n dream by daylight, throug h masquerad e an d the theatre ,
and reac h ou t t o th e sam e kin d o f emotiona l truth—ofte n a  painful truth—tha t
we find in ou r dreams .

Notes

1. [Doniger ] O'Flaherty 1984.
2. Kathasaritsagara  31 . [6.5] 1-96, 32 . [6.6 ] 1-30, esp . 24-30.
3. Kathasaritsagara  3 3 [6.7 ] .166-217, 3 4 [6.8].1-65 .
4. Se e Doniger 1994, 1995, and 1996.
5. Kathasaritsagara  15-1 6 [3.1-2] .
6. Kathasaritsagara  1 4 [2.60].64-75 .
7. Svapnavdsavadatta.
8. O'Flahert y 1984.
9. Ratnavali.

10. Shulman , 1997 : 79.
11. Ibid .
12. Priyadarsikd.
13. O'Flahert y 1984.
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Sharing and Interpretin g Dream s
in Amerindian Nations

Barbara Tedlock

We ca n only know what anothe r has dreamed o r imagined throug h cultural  form s
such as narratives, chants, songs, dances, or visual images. Since sensory perception
is mediate d b y it s translation into interpretabl e forms , share d dream s an d vision s
are b y natur e culturall y variable expressiv e representations . Fo r example , dream s
often provid e a n arena where th e living ma y contact the dead , but th e nature and
evaluation o f thi s contac t betwee n ancestor s an d dreamer s i s variable no t onl y
between cultures, but also within a  single culture. Thus, in the American Southwest ,
while most Zunis and Navajos express fear of contact with the dead, Zuni medicine
women an d men togethe r wit h Navaj o peyotists actively seek such contact durin g
dreaming an d trancing . Th e Xavant e o f Brazil describ e an d interpre t th e natur e
of their contac t with th e ancestors as depending upon a  dreamer's gende r an d time
of life. While women o f all ages share their dream s by singin g laments,  men var y
their drea m representation s discursivel y according t o thei r ag e group. Adolescen t
boys lear n t o compos e drea m song s b y observin g thei r ancestor s a t a  distanc e
during thei r dreams.  Ol d men , o n th e othe r hand , spea k o f directl y interactin g
with their ancestors in dreams and even merging thei r identitie s with them . They
share thei r dream s by narrating myt h segment s relatin g t o eac h image .

Other culture s hav e elaborate d drea m narrative s into larg e publi c ritual s an d
developed sophisticated  metacommentarie s abou t th e processe s an d product s o f
dreaming. The Aguaruna of northern Peru, for example, have created and cultivated
formal dream-tellin g performance s know n a s "dream declarations. " Dream s ar e
related by mean s of reiterated phrases an d a  highly compresse d vocabulary. In a n
example o f dream fashionin g b y a  young man , h e open s his dream testimony b y
chanting i n a  lou d an d rhythmi c style , "Thi s i s about a  visio n whic h wa s see n
while sleeping . Oh , I  saw a powerful vision and fel t it s greatness." Movin g fro m
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a passive to an active construction, he now embodie s th e drea m image by changes
in hi s vocal register. Speakin g with th e boastfu l voic e o f a  -warrior who appeare d
in hi s dream, h e says , "Wher e someon e i s always killing m y relatives , righ t ther e
I wil l kil l in revenge , wipin g ou t th e track s in hi s abandoned trail . Perhaps he is
my relative . Takin g tha t very one , I  will perhaps actually choose a  relative. I  will
change hi s trai l int o a n abandone d trail . Formin g a  singl e fil e o f th e children ,
happily I  wil l lea d the m t o wher e I  wil l condem n them . Givin g eac h o f them a
sip of manioc soup , with grea t joy I  will lead them singl e file , t o where I  will kil l
in revenge. " Next , h e shift s fro m th e direc t quotatio n o f what h e hear d a  dead
warrior sa y aloud i n hi s dream t o a  third-person descriptio n o f the visua l setting:
"As he wa s saying this, the win d wa s blowing, 'tuppu,  tuppu,'  ove r m e agai n an d
again. H e wa s standing i n a  whirlpoo l o f dus t an d leaves , like smoke , ove r an d
over agai n making a  sound lik e a  dried skin [bein g folded back an d forth ] 'kikug,
kikug.'" Th e emotiona l power of this narration is built up from a combination o f
metaphors suc h a s "wiping ou t tracks, " and "abandone d trail, " whic h impl y th e
death of an enemy, together with ideophone s suggesting blowing wind an d drum-
beats.

Behind th e multiplicit y o f Amerindia n drea m representation s ar e numerou s
theories and practices of dreaming. Thes e divers e theories are not static , internally
consistent grammar s o r set s o f ideas disconnected fro m th e activitie s o f everyda y
life. Rather , the y ar e linke d t o socia l actio n an d interpreted , manipulated , an d
employed i n distinc t ways in variou s contexts b y individuals . Dream communi -
cation involve s a  convergenc e i n th e passin g theorie s o f individual s wh o em -
brace a d hoc strategie s to mak e sens e of a particular utterance. As Richard Rort y
put it , " a theor y i s 'passing' becaus e i t mus t constantl y b e correcte d t o allo w fo r
mumbles, stumbles , malapropisms, metaphors, tics , seizures, psychotic symptoms ,
egregious stupidity , stroke s of genius, an d th e like. "

In conversation s wit h a  numbe r o f Raramur i individual s livin g i n norther n
Mexico, William Merrill learned that, -while they generally agree among themselves
that sleep and dreaming ar e produced b y the activitie s of one's variou s souls, they
disagree on the precise actions of these souls during sleep. One ma n theorized tha t
people fee l drows y whe n thei r soul s feel drows y an d tha t the y fal l aslee p when
their soul s fal l aslee p inside thei r bodies . Dreamin g occur s when th e larges t soul
arises and leaves the body , the n agai n when i t return s to th e body . Peopl e wak e
up only when all their souls awaken. Another, equally knowledgeable, ma n reported
a differen t theory , on e i n whic h soul s never slee p inside th e bod y an d dreamin g
takes place only whe n on e or more larg e souls leave the body and encounter othe r
souls durin g thei r -wanderings.

Among th e Zun i o f New M.exic o I  learned tha t dreamin g i s accomplished b y
a segmen t o f a  person's sel f that travel s outside th e bod y an d ha s experiences i n
past, distant , o r futur e time s and places . Although this part of the dreamin g code
is shared by all Zunis, there are two conflictin g theories concerning precisely which
part o f the dreame r i s traveling. One commo n notio n i s that one' s thoughts ar c
wandering abroad in the night . The secon d idea is that one' s life essenc e o r breath
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is wandering . Thes e tw o theorie s roughl y correspon d t o a  person' s socia l an d
psychological statu s a s either poor o r valuabl e i n term s of initiatory religious and
psychological knowledge . Th e theor y tha t one' s thought s wande r i s more likel y
to b e state d by poo r Zunis , especiall y highly acculturate d Zunis , who , althoug h
they ar e aware o f the othe r theory , subscrib e to th e materialis t mind/body dua l
opposition. As a result they argue that if one's wind o r breath, which reside s inside
one's body , actuall y left durin g sleep , the n on e woul d simpl y die . Nevertheless ,
those who hold this theory express anxiety about dying while dreaming. "Valuable "
Zunis, o n th e othe r hand , expres s n o fea r o f dyin g whil e dreaming , o r a t an y
other time , sinc e their initiation involve s the strengthening of their inner essence,
composed o f breat h an d heart . Unlik e ordinar y Zunis , thes e medicin e societ y
members an d rai n priest s have intimat e knowledg e o f variou s altere d state s o f
consciousness, whether medicin e knowledg e o f what the y sa y is "passed throug h
to th e othe r side " o r priestl y knowledg e o f "seein g ahead. " The y hav e littl e
difficulty i n imagining dreaming , fainting , trancing (including trances induced by
jimsonweed ingestion) , and possession trancing (behaving like bears during medi -
cine societ y performances) as forms o f death . Bu t thes e death s ar e imagina l an d
reversible, no t litera l and irreversible.

Again, in my research with K'iche' Mayan s in Guatemala, I found two primary
theories concerning what happens when a person dreams. One i s that the dreamer's
"luck" o r "destiny " leaves the bod y a s a fre e sou l an d goe s about i n th e world ,
meeting th e fre e soul s of other peopl e an d animals . The othe r theor y i s that th e
gods or ancestors approach the sleeping dreamer's body and awaken the "lightnin g
soul," which then struggles with these visitors until they give the dreamer a message
or warning. While everyone has a free sou l that wanders outside the bod y during
dreaming, onl y a  shaman's lightning soul can receive complex message s from th e
cosmos an d the ancestor s at any time, whethe r durin g dreamin g o r not , withou t
ever leaving the body. During divinatory rituals, shamans readily fall into the trance
state, receiving important messages from the gods and ancestors about past, present,
or future events . They have no fea r o f dreaming o r trancing, which the y consider
to b e simila r states.

Dreaming, fo r shamans and lay persons alike, is a nightly struggl e between th e
dreamer's actively engaged fre e soul , which ough t t o b e i n searc h of knowledge,
and th e fre e soul s o f th e deitie s an d ancestor s wh o hav e importan t message s
concerning th e futur e bu t seldo m sa y exactly what the y mean . A s one K'iche '
expressed it , "Dream s wan t t o wi n an d no t t o b e remembere d clearly . Instead,
you must learn to fight in order to win them, t o remember -whateve r they advise."5

Since th e drea m messages from th e god s and ancestors concern th e future , whic h
K'iche' individual s see as a projection o f the goo d an d evi l her e o n eart h in th e
past an d stil l here now , ther e ar e both goo d dream s and ba d dreams , th e latte r
including vivid, emotionall y charge d nightmares. The ar t of learning to see , hear,
and interpre t th e uncann y in dream s is taught during forma l apprenticeship . At
this time the novice learns that while a noninitiated person's dream of being chased
by a  hors e o r othe r larg e domesti c anima l mean s "th e casket, " whic h i s t o sa y
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death for the dreamer , th e sam e dream for a shaman indicates a  visit to an ancestral
earth shrine. In both cases the connection is made by way of a box, but fo r ordinary
dreamers i t i s a wooden caske t an d fo r shaman s a small box-shaped shrine wher e
offerings ar e made t o one' s ancestors . Thus, fo r lay persons thi s dream would b e
interpreted a s a personal event , whil e i n th e cas e o f daykeeper s the sam e drea m
would b e interprete d a t a  socia l level , indicatin g tha t religiou s ritual s should b e
performed. Fo r the K'iche', then , an identical unsought dream varies in interpreta -
tion dependin g upo n th e religiou s statu s o f the dreamer .

Important aspects of these theories are predictable on the basi s of ontology an d
psychology; fo r example , fo r a  knowledgeabl e Zuni , wh o ha s bu t on e sou l o r
coessence (breath) , dreaming is a much more dangerou s activity than for a K'iche',
whose bod y alway s has its breath present during the drea m wanderings  o f the fre e
soul. Thi s predictabilit y in symboli c thinkin g i s brought abou t b y th e rhetorica l
principle o f entelechy, by which particula r symbol systems implicate othe r symbo l
systems in the inherent unconscious movement o f symbolic action toward finished-
ness. Sinc e drea m speculatio n an d classification s are , a s it were , philosophically ,
emotionally, and socially rooted differently among the Raramuri, Zuni, and K'iche',
both thei r dreamin g an d thei r dream theorie s tak e different shapes .

The classificatio n o f dreams into what might be glossed as literal and metaphori-
cal, or in seniiotic terminology, indexica l an d iconic, is common to many Amerin-
dian cultures . For th e Kalapal o of Brazil, some dream s are interpreted literall y in
terms o f events from th e dreamer' s recen t past . But whe n dream s are understoo d
as the wandering s o f the dreamer' s interactive self , the y ar e interpreted b y mean s
of metaphorical analogies between images of the self in a future contex t and images
of th e sel f s activ e participatio n i n dreaming . Here , a s well a s in othe r Nativ e
American societies , suc h drea m experience s revea l emergen t possibilitie s rather
than accomplishe d facts .

Some Native American societies, including the Ojibwa, Xavante , and Quechua,
have not mad e dreamin g an d dream interpretation int o object s of a socially orga-
nized system of beliefs. Thi s doe s not mea n tha t members o f these societies never
represent dream s or theorize abou t the nature o f dreaming. Rather , i t means that
such activitie s and speculation s are individual  rathe r tha n socia l and , a s a result,
there exist s no collectiv e tradition concerning th e meanings o f dream image s no r
a develope d metalanguag e fo r th e discussio n o f dreaming . Eve n so , individua l
theories an d interpretation s o f drea m symbolis m ar e create d throug h dialogue s
between exterio r socia l realms and interior private drea m experiences .

In som e Amerindia n societies , the drea m tex t i s analyzed by breakin g down
the narrative into isolated element s that are then rea d as an allegory, an inversion,
a wish , or else as a literal description o f past, present, o r futur e occurrence s in th e
world. Hupd u Mak u dreamers in Brazil, for example, reduc e a dream to a  symbol
such a s "cassava bread, " o r "shotgun, " o r els e into a n actio n suc h a s "drinking
honey," o r "shootin g a  jaguar." Thes e element s ar e the n interprete d a s either a
reflection o r a  reversa l o f waking reality i n term s of visual , auditory , or sensory
analogies expressed as metaphors. Since cassava bread resembles the giant armadillo's
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armor and  the long barrel of a shotgun resemble s the  long snout of  an anteater, a
dream imag e o f cassav a brea d mean s tha t th e dreame r wil l shoo t a n armadillo ,
while the imag e o f a shotgun indicate s that he wil l kil l an anteater. The principl e
of reversa l is displayed when th e drea m imag e o f a  pleasurable experience , suc h
as drinking  honey , indicate s th e unpleasan t experienc e o f cryin g a t a  kinsman' s
funeral. Shootin g a  jaguar (sinc e jaguars are shamans ) indicates tha t th e dreame r
is in fac t bein g sho t with illness by a  sorcerer's dart.10

Dream interpretatio n b y mean s o f isolate d element s proceed s intratextually ,
without referenc e to anything bu t a  lexicon of symbols. I t is most frequently used
by the uninitiated in the self-analysis of their own dreams . While a purely intratex -
tual analysis focuses on dream imagery, a contextual analysis focuses on the immedi-
ate social and personal environment o f the dreamer. A third mode of interpretation
is intertextual, combining th e content of a specific dream and its immediate contex t
with texts of other dreams and nondream texts in order to arrive at an interpretation.
As practiced amon g th e K'iche ' May a o f Guatemala and the Mapuch e o f Chile ,
contextual dream analysis involves the examination o f dreamers' personal situations,
including event s and circumstances of their lives.11 In these societies dreams occur -
ring durin g a n illnes s ar e interpreted a s giving informatio n abou t bot h th e caus e
and th e cur e o f tha t illness . Likewise , dream s occurrin g i n proximit y t o natura l
disasters (mudslides and earthquakes), political event s (elections, coups , rebellions) ,
business transactions, journeys, births, deaths, weddings, and initiations are interpre-
ted i n relationshi p t o thes e events . Dreams  i n thes e sam e societie s ca n als o b e
interpreted intertextually , throug h compariso n wit h previou s dreams , the dream s
of other family members, or nondream text s provided by divination and mythology .

Links between drea m portents an d the event s they predic t ar e often mad e b y
way of myths. Among the Kagwahiv o f the Brazilian Amazon basin , an incestuous
sexual dream predict s killing a  tapir because a tapir was an adulterou s lover i n a n
important myth . Fo r th e Hupd u Mak u t o drea m o f a  smoked-ou t armadill o
indicates tha t a  kinsma n wil l di e becaus e o f a  myt h i n whic h a  ma n lure s hi s
brother-in-law int o a n armadillo's hol e and tries t o kil l hi m there . O n th e othe r
hand, t o drea m o f eithe r leaf-cutte r ant s o r els e a  white-lipped peccar y i n th e
house indicate s that "othe r people wil l kill us, " because there i s a myth i n whic h
heroes kill their grandmother b y transforming leaf-cutter ants into poisonous spiders
and the n creat e an d destro y white-lippe d peccarie s with thunde r sticks . Amon g
the Lacando n May a o f Chiapas , Mexico , t o drea m o f maggot s indicate s beans ,
since th e Lor d o f Death, Kisin , daily eat s maggot s fro m dea d bodie s a s his beans.
Among th e Sharanahua Indians of eastern Peru, when shaman s elicit dream reports
from thei r patients , the y typicall y consis t o f singl e image s (suc h a s a peccary o r
the sun ) that simultaneously ech o myth s an d overlap with the shamans ' categorie s
of songs and symptoms. 12

The natur e o f the cognitiv e an d emotional linkag e between myth s and dreams
can b e studie d by treating each as a separate cultura l system, or organize d conven -
tional se t o f signs , articulate d with othe r system s bu t wit h a  degree o f structura l
autonomy. In southern Peruvian Quechua dreaming and myth there is a fundamen-
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tal difference betwee n th e way signs function in dream interpretation an d in myth
telling. Whe n myth s are transmitted the y remai n i n a  narrative contex t an d thu s
are comparatively resistiv e to semanti c change. Bu t when dream s are transmitted ,
they are subjected to an interpretation system involving th e codificatio n of a dream
experience i n term s o f a few pivotal signified-interpretan t complexe s draw n fro m
a limited , conventiona l lexicon . A s a  result , Andea n drea m symbolog y ove r th e
past fou r centuries , unlik e bot h myt h an d ritua l symbology , underwen t majo r
changes.13

Evidentials

In Amerindian language s th e epistemologica l statu s o f dream narrative s and othe r
performances i s marked grammatically . Fran z Boas reported th e us e of a Kwakiutl
suffix which , whe n i t was affixed t o a  verb stem , indicate d tha t the actio n o f th e
verb occurre d i n a  dream. 14 H e als o discusse d at som e lengt h anothe r ke y suffi x
meaning "apparently " o r "i t seem s like, " a s wel l a s "in a  dream. " Sinc e thes e
suffixes includ e adverbia l and conjunctiona l ideas implying evaluatio n o f the ideas
expressed i n th e wor d t o whic h the y wer e attached , h e place d the m togethe r i n
a single classification expressing the sources of subjective knowledge. As a grammati -
cal category , thes e type s o f suffixes , indicatin g unwitnesse d event s know n onl y
indirectly, have mor e recentl y bee n terme d "evidentials. " 15

There are several evidential categories, including quotatives, auditory and visual
inferentials, tense particles, and adverbs, that require the speaker to adopt a particular
stance toward the nature and truth value of an utterance. Quotatives d o not indicate
verbatim quotation , bu t rathe r mark content tha t was learned from someon e else .
Yucatec an d Itz a Maya n evidential s include a  quotativ e particl e meanin g "the y
say" or "it i s said." I t is specific to the relating of myths, visions, and other religiou s
experiences. Tzotzi l Mayans , whe n narratin g thei r dreams , qualif y th e oneiri c
activity with a n adverb meaning "i t seems, " an d whenever the y narrat e myths o r
dreams the y inser t a  particl e whic h indicate s tha t th e actio n wa s no t directl y
witnessed by the speaker. Among the Dene Tha of northwestern Alberta , an adverb
meaning "probably " i s used in th e narratio n of prophetic dream s to indicat e tha t
they ma y no t materialize . Lakotas , of both Nort h an d Sout h Dakota , punctuat e
their account s of myths, visions , and dreams with third-person singula r and plural
quotatives.16

K'iche' Mayan s sometimes interspers e their drea m narrative s with a  quotativ e
meaning "he , she , i t says," indicating tha t authority fo r th e statemen t lie s outsid e
the quotidia n consciou s wakin g sel f o f th e dreamer . Thi s i s in accordanc e wit h
the K'iche ' belie f tha t th e action s an d experience s i n dream s ar e thos e o f th e
detachable fre e sou l rathe r tha n o f th e mor e intimat e lif e o r bod y soul . Th e
quotative i s als o use d whe n relatin g myths, narratives , or anecdote s that d o no t
deal with personal experiences. Among the Mazatecs of Oaxaca, Mexico, shamanic



Sharing and Interpretin g Dreams i n Amerindian Nation s 9 3

healing discours e is marked by th e us e o f a  quotative a t the en d o f each line. I n
a trance , Mari a Sabin a chanted:17

I a m a  woman wh o shouts , i t says.
I a m a  woman wh o whistles , i t says .
I a m a  woman wh o thunders , i t says .
I a m a  woman who plays  music, i t says .
I a m a  spirit woman , i t says.

Throughout a n entire evening o f chanting she ended virtuall y ever y line with the
quotative. Sh e explained tha t she was not speakin g for herself but rathe r repeating
what th e hallucinogeni c mushroom s authorize d he r t o chant .

Evidentials ar e als o employe d i n propheti c narrativ e contexts . I n Wintu , a
California language tha t lacks grammatical categories expressing past or future tense
relative t o speakers , revelation s abou t th e futur e tha t com e fro m intuition s o r
dreams are linguistically marked by an evidential suffix . Similarly , among Kagwahiv
speakers a n evidentia l particl e appear s i n th e plac e o f a  tens e marke r i n eac h
sentence o f a dream account . Som e speakers also use an adverb of time otherwis e
meaning "temporarily, " thus emphasizin g the  evanescen t qualit y of  dreaming. In
Cuzco Quechua , a  past-tense reportativ e suffi x i s used t o mar k narrate d events ,
including bot h myth s and dreams, to which th e speaker cannot attes t because they
were no t experience d directl y bu t onl y know n indirectly , throug h hearin g fro m
others, or else in an altered state of consciousness. Dreams and visions are sometimes
treated by the Kashaya Pomo, of Northern California, in the same way as ordinary
waking experiences , usin g a n evidentia l indicating tru e persona l experience , bu t
they ma y als o be treate d a s myths, using a  quotative .

The us e o f evidentials i n prophetic , mythic , an d ordinar y discours e indicates
key epistemological difference s betwee n variou s Amerindian traditions . They also
provide a  mean s o f acces s t o wha t peopl e thin k abou t an d wha t the y think .
For drea m researcher s evidential s ofte n revea l th e existenc e o f separat e drea m
interpretation code s fo r la y dreamers an d professiona l drea m interpreter s withi n
the sam e society . Thus , fo r example , amon g the K'iche ' th e quotativ e i s used in
various prophetic contexts , bu t onl y by men an d women who hav e been traine d
and initiated as dream interpreters. In a number o f Native American cultures report
forms consisting of verbs as well as particles indicate that the preceding or following
utterance is a representation of the speech of a deity, ancestor, or other supernatural.
There i s no distinction , a s there i s in English , betwee n direc t discours e whic h is
faithful t o th e wordin g o r indirec t discours e which i s faithful t o th e meaning .

Because speakers of English an d othe r Indo-Europea n language s usually fore -
ground referentia l language functions a t the expens e o f pragmatic functions , ther e
exists a  traditio n o f reducin g dream s t o clearl y delineate d referentia l meanings.
Subsequently these are recorded in dream dictionaries and then subjected to content
analysis for the purpose s o f interpretation. These procedures underplay the role o f



94 Amerindi a

indexical processes that depend upo n th e relationship between linguisti c signs and
their communicativ e contexts . I t i s important t o remembe r tha t dream sharin g is
only possibl e due t o th e variou s passing theories o f culturally grounded narrator s
and interpreters .

Lucid Dreamin g

What ha s come t o b e know n a s "lucid dreaming " occur s when on e i s asleep and
dreaming an d then suddenl y becomes awar e that one is , indeed, dreaming. 20 Thi s
key moment of lucidity is the resul t of an interior dialogue , imaginal conversation ,
or better , a n intersense translation conducte d a t the crossroad s of modes o f con -
sciousness. The dreame r i s simultaneously cognizant o f being asleep and remove d
from th e externa l world , an d o f being awak e an d receptiv e t o th e inne r world .
At thi s crossover point comple x synesthesias—visual , auditory, an d tactile—often
occur a s a ne w drea m entit y emerges . Thi s ne w dream , whic h ofte n interrupt s
the narrativ e flow of  the  previou s drea m and  fuse s dreame r to  drea m imagery ,
may b e experience d simultaneousl y a s fearful an d joyful.

Since lucidity violates all attempts to define an essence for dreaming or  trancing,
it was dismissed for many years as merely a  type of mental awakenin g during sleep
or trance . No t unti l experimenta l laborator y research demonstrate d tha t lucidit y
was accompanie d b y norma l rapi d ey e movement s (REMs) , an d luci d dreamer s
and trancers were trained to signal their awareness of lucidity by way of exaggerated
eye movements , di d researcher s agree tha t i t wa s a  form o f dreaming . Lucidit y
can range from quasi-lucid state s of consciousness in which dreamers are aware of
dreaming or trancing, but not able to control the content o f their dreams or visions,
to ful l lucidit y i n whic h the y combin e th e dreamin g mod e o f experienc e wit h
waking cognitiv e abilitie s in such a  way as to contro l th e outcom e o f a particular
dream o r waking vision.21

Phenomenologically speaking , luci d dreamin g tend s towar d sensor y clarity ,
bodily presence , an d an expansive emotional thril l o r numinous religiou s feeling.
This can be seen in some dreams Franz Boas collected from the Kwakiutl of Britis h
Columbia a t the tur n o f the century . I n on e o f these a  man report s tha t h e was
out sealing , and tha t when h e wa s butchering a  particularly large sea l he foun d a
quartz crysta l i n it s stomach. H e hi d th e crysta l in th e wood s an d the n gav e a
feast. Afte r th e guest s lef t h e la y down an d "The n I  dreamed  tha t I  was asleep, "
which i s to sa y that he became aware that he was asleep. A man cam e t o him , sat
down nex t t o him , an d said , "Yo u mus t no t li e dow n wit h you r wif e fo r fou r
years or els e you wil l be unlucky, for you hav e received your treasure , the quartz
crystal from me." Upo n awakening he decided that he ought to follow the instruc -
tions the unknown ma n gave him; th e man became his guardian spirit and trained
him a s a shaman. Another man fro m th e same community dreamed one nigh t that
he wa s paddlin g hi s cano e wit h hi s fou r childre n aboard . Al l o f a  sudden , "I t
became very thick and foggy, we wer e lost in the fog . I was just sitting stil l in ou r
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traveling canoe . The n I  stoppe d paddling . I n m y drea m w e wer e driftin g about
on the water . Then i t became nigh t an d I went t o sleep." When he awoke i t was
still fogg y an d hi s cano e wa s bein g rolle d agains t some rock s h e wa s unfamiliar
with. "Then it cleared up and I  awoke." Th e kinestheti c sensation of drifting and
floating, lik e tha t o f flying, is a common experienc e i n lucid dreaming .

In both o f these case s the Kwakiut l dreame r becam e aware , whil e asleep , that
he wa s dreaming bu t di d not us e this knowledge t o furthe r direc t o r chang e th e
course o f his dreaming. Thus , thes e ar e example s o f what researcher s call quasi -
lucid dreams.  Suc h dream s ofte n contai n unusuall y vivi d colors , strang e physical
sensations, or verbal messages resulting in strong emotional affect . Dreamer s usually
remember, cherish , an d later imaginatively reexperienc e suc h dreams, perhaps all
the mor e s o because they ar e unsought. However , the y ca n be dangerous . As an
Ottawa ma n said , " I wa s tol d tha t whe n a  ma n dream s tha t h e i s dreaming , i t
means tha t h e ha s almost died." 23

Lucid trancin g involve s verba l an d moto r automatism s i n whic h a  shama n
displays two or more distinc t personalities to an audience. Among the Inuit, trances
are generally voluntary an d shamans describe the possessin g agency o r agencie s as
second, third , o r fourt h personalitie s outsid e an d eve n alie n t o thei r ow n egos .
These personalitie s ar e distinc t enoug h tha t durin g publi c performances , som e
shamans maintain the presence of mind to address explanatory comment s t o thei r
audiences. Others ma y need assistance , as in the cas e of a man named Qagta q wh o
shamanized b y wanderin g abou t half-nake d i n a  snowstorm unti l h e achieve d a
vision whic h h e related , i n th e for m o f nearl y incomprehensibl e riddles , t o hi s
friends and neighbors. Hi s shrill falsetto oracular utterances, which were punctuated
by anima l howl s an d frightenin g screeches , wer e interprete d b y a n ol d woma n
who ha d a  great dea l of experience i n shamanizing. 24

Ruby Modesto , a  Cahuilla shaman , reporte d t o he r biographer , Gu y Mount ,
that whe n she was young sh e dreamed s o deeply tha t she did not kno w ho w t o
return t o waking consciousness . One mornin g he r father tried to awake n her bu t
was unable to. Finally her uncle, who wa s a well-known shaman, brought he r ou t
of her dream. When she awoke her father made her promise neve r agai n to drea m
in that way until sh e knew how t o ge t back from the drea m by herself. She opens
her accoun t saying , "Whe n I  wa s abou t te n year s ol d I  dreame d t o th e 13t h
level." A t this point sh e shifts t o the second person, explaining t o her interlocuto r
that "th e wa y yo u d o tha t i s by rememberin g t o tel l yoursel f t o g o t o slee p i n
your 1s t level ordinar y dream . Yo u consciousl y tel l yoursel f t o la y down an d go
to sleep. Then you dream a second dream. This is the 2nd level and the prerequisit e
for rea l Dreaming. Uncl e Charli e calle d thi s proces s 'settin g u p dreaming. ' Yo u
can tel l yourself ahea d o f time wher e yo u wan t t o go , o r -wha t you wan t t o see ,
or what you wan t t o learn. " Bu t ther e i s still more: "O n th e 3rd leve l you lear n
and se e unusual things , not o f this -world . Th e hill s and terrai n are different. " A
bit later , sh e describe s the spli t consciousnes s characteristic o f luci d dreaming :
"Once, befor e I  kne w ho w t o drea m an d thin k simultaneously , I was dreamin g
on th e 3r d level and wondering ho w I  was going to return . Suddenly a giant bird
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appeared, lik e a  pelican; i t cam e alon g an d I  grabbe d it s neck. W e fle w wa y u p
in th e sky , I  sa w the eart h burnin g belo w an d I  sor t o f cam e ou t o f i t int o th e
2nd leve l dream . It' s really hard t o com e ou t o f those highe r levels. "

This i s an example o f fully develope d luci d dreaming: a  form as self-conscious
as Tibeta n Buddhis t drea m yog a an d th e Hind u practic e o f "drea m witnessing "
found in Transcendental Meditation. Within both of these Asian traditions initiates
are taugh t technique s t o enhanc e lucid dreamin g a s a form o f meditation whic h
is naturally available during sleep. Throughout th e Americas shamans talk of experi-
encing consciou s or lucid dream s in which the y becom e awar e o f dreaming an d
then, while remaining in the dream state, direct the actions of their souls, shadows,
selves, o r doubles . Lucidity ca n als o b e achieve d durin g wakin g visions . Thus , a
man living on th e northern Alaska n coast was out sealing on the ice when h e was
attacked by a bear who bit and clawed him. Upon realizing that he was hallucinating
he said , "Stop , yo u hur t m e to o much, " an d th e bea r lef t hi m an d wen t away .
After th e ma n returne d hom e h e becam e a  shaman. 26 Al l over th e Arctic , whe n
individuals realize d that the y wer e experiencin g visions , the y overcam e th e fea r
by becoming externa l observers of these events. As an Inuit man stated it, "When
it appeared I tried to flee, but the n the though t cam e to me tha t I  had summone d
this magic bear deliberately and of my own fre e will , so I remained where I  was."

Yekuana shamans of Venezuela consciously free thei r souls or "dream doubles "
in order t o direc t the cours e of their dreaming . Amon g th e Dunne-z a o r Beaver
Indians o f British Columbia an d Alberta , there exist s a long-standing traditio n o f
dreamers o r prophets , bot h femal e an d male , wh o ar e abl e t o leav e thei r bodie s
and fly like swans along a trail of song into the sky , to visit the deceased and retur n
with ne w knowledge and songs to thei r bodies here o n earth . At Hopi and Zuni
pueblos there are a number of powerful medicin e women who ac t with volition in
their dreams to seek herbal and spiritual remedies. Among the Xavante, individuals
actively concentrate on particular spirits they wish to commune with , who eventu -
ally appear in a  dream. Member s o f one Xavant e patrilineage use special cylinders
of polishe d woo d t o communicat e wit h thei r dead ; a  lineag e leade r hang s th e
cylinder over the grav e of a dead kinsman, or over his own sleepin g mat, and that
same evening he himsel f either visit s his kinsman in hi s dreams or els e he receives
a visitation from hi s dead kin .

A Blackfee t medicin e man , shortl y afte r hi s wif e died , experience d a  luci d
vision i n whic h h e entere d hi s previous night' s drea m an d sa w the ridg e wher e
he had slept, his own dea d body, an d the spirit s of many othe r dea d people sittin g
in grave boxes. When he saw the spirit s "getting up and shaking off their clothes,
they walked behind a  woman an d a baby toward the camp and into a  painted tipi .
At this moment on e o f the dea d persons took th e baby and laid it down on a  red
neck cloth. " A  dea d person sai d aloud, "W e shal l kil l thi s youn g ma n wit h th e
baby." No w th e dea d dance d around , an d " I sa w my ow n dea d body." So , just
as th e dea d lef t thei r corpse s i n thei r graves , th e dreame r no w leave s hi s ow n
sleeping body. "The n on e o f the dea d took th e bab y and swung it aroun d three
times, the n thre w i t a t my body . My bod y dodged . Eac h of the dea d tried to hi t
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my body with the baby, but none succeeded." This was a close call, since touching
his sleeping body with the dead baby's spiritual body would hav e killed him. No w
one o f the dea d said, "Wel l we shal l have to le t hi m g o thi s time," and anothe r
said, "M y son , we wil l giv e you a  neck clot h whic h belonge d t o th e baby . This
will give power t o cure cramps and rheumatism. I t also has power t o pick up red -
hot stone s and fire."

This man' s experienc e tha t h e wa s temporarily separate d from hi s own bod y
is designate d b y researcher s a s an "out-of-bod y experience, " o r "astra l flight. "
Such experiences are commonly connecte d with lucid dreaming. Tonik Nibak, a
Tzotzil Maya n weaver and flower vender living in Zinacantan , Chiapas, Mexico,
reported astra l fligh t durin g lucidity . Sh e open s he r narrativ e with th e strikin g
image o f washing her hai r an d seein g it al l fall out. 30 Because dreaming o f losing
one's hai r is interpreted in he r cultur e as a warning o f poverty, sickness , o r death
for onesel f or a  family member , sh e interrogates her drea m image, asking, "Wh y
would m y hair fall ou t like that?" Brushing aside the negativ e portent, sh e boasts,
"That's fine! It always has so many lice in it . Neve r mind , I'l l cove r mysel f with
an old blanket." Next , picking up a n old rag (another sign of poverty), she wraps
it around her head, covers herself with a shawl, and goes outside to gather firewood.
Although gathering firewood is an everyday female activity in her society, dreaming
of gathering firewood indicates that the dreamer, or a close relative of the dreamer ,
will die .

At thi s point i n he r drea m sh e finds a  pine stump , dig s up al l its roots, strips
off th e rotte n parts , bind s the m al l together, an d carrie s the m home . "Ther e I
climbed ove r th e fenc e an d pu t i t dow n nex t t o a  liv e oa k tre e an d fle w off. "
Zinacantecos sa y tha t flyin g whil e dreamin g indicate s shamani c ability , sinc e i t
shows that one' s soul (the part of the sel f that flies) is very knowledgeable. Flying
also happen s t o b e a  universa l marke r o f self-consciousness , o r lucidity , whil e
dreaming.31 Continuin g wit h he r account , sh e says , "Whe n I  landed fa r away I
was asked by someone wh y I  had lef t m y wood in a  heap and flow n off . I became
concerned and flew back to get it." A t this point she "wasn't flying anymore" an d
"woke up," she says, but sh e notes that she was actually still dreaming even though
"it seeme d as if it was already light an d as if it was on th e earth' s surface." In othe r
words, it seemed as though sh e were awake . Becoming self-reflective , sh e takes a
critical attitud e towar d th e apparen t reality o f he r dream . "I t didn' t seem  a s if i t
were i n m y dream, " sh e says . "M y pin e arrive d safely . I  sa t down a t home wit h
my load. I  made a  tiny corra l of my pine . I  stacked it. I  looked a t it. I  woke up. "

The feelin g of being outsid e of one's corporea l body often arises during vision
questing. A s a young man , th e Shoshon e Su n Dance Chie f John Treher o wen t
with tw o friend s t o fas t o n a  mountaintop tha t had an important cave . When they
entered, just a s it wa s gettin g dark , lightnin g flashe d an d thunde r clappe d eve n
though n o storm was approaching. Two o f the men became terrified and ran out
of th e cave . Trehero remaine d alone , spending three day s there . "On th e thir d
day, I  hear d a  bell , dru m beat , singing , way dow n dee p i n th e cave . I t wa s al l
dark, bu t I  kep t hearing this bel l ringin g an d a  drumbeat , way bac k there , an d
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wondered wha t i t was. " H e becam e awar e tha t h e wa s dreamin g whe n thes e
auditory hallucination s stopped an d a  tiny ma n appeare d before him . "H e cam e
from the middle of the mountain, where it was dark." His name was Seven Arrows,
and he said , "I se e you hav e the nerv e to stay . I  see you ar e sincere. Your friend s
have gone home . I  would lik e to tak e you bac k in here, show yo u som e things. "

Without an y further though t Trehero wen t deepe r into the cave with th e man.
"We cam e to  a  place where som e men  wer e throwin g a  lance at  a rolling hoop ;
it wa s a gambling game . The n w e cam e int o anothe r bi g cavern , wher e peopl e
were gamblin g on hors e racing, and we went o n unti l we cam e to a  hand game. "
His guid e tol d him , "That' s no t good . No w yo u hav e see n that , let' s g o o n
further."

They wen t deepe r into th e hil l and heard a  drum beating. "A s we cam e closer
we saw a tipi that was rolled u p halfway , t o let in air , and saw an Indian doctorin g
session goin g on . Th e patien t wa s practically ski n an d bone s an d th e medicin e
man wa s singing song s fo r him." A t thi s point i n th e narrativ e i t becomes clea r
that h e i s being selecte d t o becom e a n apprentic e shaman . Seve n Arrows , wh o
will b e hi s spiri t guide, says , " I kno w yo u ar e sincere and wil l us e your power s
only for what i s good. I  want you t o go back now; g o back, take up your fasting .
You shoul d not us e what I  am going t o give you t o do an y of the othe r gamblin g
things that you sa w back there. G o back home now, an d I  will tel l you late r wha t
things I want you to work with . You wil l be able to help people to get well when
they ar e sick. Now tak e up your fas t an d go from the mountai n dow n t o th e lake
and was h up , tak e a swim. "

Trehero say s tha t whil e Seven Arrows wa s leading hi m bac k t o th e entranc e
of th e cave , " I realize d tha t ther e wa s a  soli d ston e wal l i n fron t o f us . A s w e
reached it , we walke d right throug h the wall , an d I  saw my bod y lyin g ther e o n
the ground . I  realize d the n tha t m y visio n ha d no t bee n i n th e physica l world.
When I  reache d m y body , I  fel t a s though I  was lyin g dow n o n to p o f myself,
and the n I  wa s awake. " Th e bizarrenes s of walkin g throug h a  solid wal l taugh t
him tha t hi s experienc e wa s no t "i n th e physica l world," an d i t als o awakene d
him fro m hi s dream.

Dream Incubatio n and Active Imagination

While luci d dreamin g an d vision questing are still common occurrences in man y
Native American societies, there are individuals who have lost the living connectio n
with thei r elder s an d thu s thei r aborigina l cultur e o f dreaming . T o regai n thei r
spiritual bonds , som e indigenou s peopl e practic e drea m incubatio n an d activ e
imagination. Cre e artis t Shirley Cheecho o ha s undertaken severa l overnight pil -
grimages to a magical place known a s Dreamer's Rock on the White Fish Reserv e
in Ontario . Sh e recently described a spiritual quest she undertook with two o f her
friends. The y prayed, burned tobacco and swectgrass, and then slept . "A s the ne w
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day was to begin a  hole in the sky appeared and started to form a circle." A  strange
beam o f light cam e dow n upo n them , " I coul d se e the sparkle s of ligh t aroun d
me. I knew the spirits were there. I knew I had touched another level of existence."32

Gerard Rancour t Tsonakwa , a n Eastern Abenaki sculpto r and storyteller from
Quebec, carve s and paints his deceased father's spirit guides , Spider  Woman an d
Caribou Man , i n hopes o f encountering the m in hi s own dreams . In a  catalogue
for a  recent exhibi t o f his own an d his wife's sculptures at the Sa n Diego Museu m
of Man, h e share s one o f his father's favorite lucid dreams . Hi s fathe r begin s hi s
account b y saying , "I n m y dream , I  awakened. " H e note d th e positio n o f his
body, an d what h e saw when he turned o n his side was "the mornin g sun shining
through a  dew-covered spide r web." H e ha d a  strong emotiona l respons e t o th e
web: "S o beautifu l it was ! It wa s filled wit h sparklin g color , a  million tin y light s
in a  hand's breadth." A t this point h e noticed tha t " a black and yellow spide r was
busy repairing a  tear in the web fro m an insect that got away." When he notice d
the spide r i t stoppe d weavin g an d talked t o th e dreame r i n " a tin y littl e voice,"
saying, "Thi s i s a Dream Net , i t onl y let s goo d dream s through . Thi s hol e was
left b y the drea m you ar e dreaming now! "

The dreamer' s cal m attitud e o f receptive detachmen t an d th e glimmerin g o f
the mandala-lik e spide r we b a s it move d int o hi s awarenes s ar e ke y marker s o f
lucidity. Th e visua l image o f an orb spider' s web, whic h i s spun anew eac h nigh t
in complete darkness by touch alone, nicely parallels our nightly spinning of dreams
in th e utte r darkness . Native American s hav e lon g associate d spider web s wit h
protective and healing powers. Webs painted on war shirts and shields are protective
since, like th e sticky spiral strands and long radiating support lines of a spider web ,
they canno t easil y be destroye d by arrow s o r bullets , which pas s through leavin g
but tin y holes. I n treating puncture wounds , or b webs ar e placed directl y o n to p
of the injur y t o coagulat e th e blood . Sinc e ba d dreams , lik e arrow s an d bullets ,
can brin g sicknes s and eve n death , especiall y to helples s infants , protectiv e we b
designs are used on baby hoods and cradles to prevent bad dreams from penetratin g
the baby' s ope n fontanel . Small webbe d bea d dangles , strung on sine w betwee n
rawhide thongs , ar e hun g fro m th e to p bac k o f th e hood , an d geometri c we b
designs ar e woven int o amulet s tied t o th e to p o f cradle boards o r sew n directl y
onto hide cradl e hoods.34

Among the Northeastern nations "dream nets," also known as "dream catchers, "
are constructe d from a  supple willow o r red dogwoo d branch ben t int o a  circle,
then wove n wit h plan t material s or sine w int o a  spiraling orb . Severa l tin y glas s
beads o r semipreciou s stones—garnet , turquoise , ros e quartz , o r malachite—ar e
then attache d to th e web . Finall y a  larger bead an d a  feather from, a  wild turkey ,
cardinal, or bluebird are tied to the center of the web, representin g a garden spider
hanging suspende d head downwar d fro m the cente r o f the web. No w th e drea m
catcher, which i s lashed t o th e to p o f an infant' s cradleboard , can filter all dreams
approaching th e bab y an d onl y le t th e goo d one s flo w throug h th e net' s cente r
opening into th e fontane l an d thus the consciousnes s of the baby. Today, al l over
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Native Nort h America , dream net s ar e create d fo r adult s as well a s for childre n
and sol d a t intertribal powwows a s a way o f sharing dreams.
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Mythic Dream s an d
Double Voicing

Dennis Tedlock

When we interpre t th e dream s of others, th e process of interpretation ha s always
already begun befor e we ge t there. At the simples t level, this means that we begi n
our interpretation when the dreamer has already formulated a narrative, one which
may have been reformulate d throug h successiv e retellings. Bu t ther e i s more t o i t
than that. Before the narrative comes the rethinking of the dream by the awakening
dreamer, an d befor e th e drea m i s even ove r come s th e dreamer' s interpretatio n
of its ongoing events, an interpretation that may eve n include th e realizatio n that
what i s happening i s a dream . Bu t instea d o f treatin g prio r interpretatio n a s a n
obstacle t o b e overcome , I  want t o tak e i t seriousl y as a phenomenon i n it s ow n
right. An d instea d o f tryin g t o captur e th e dream s o f other s a s the y ar e tol d
immediately afterwar d by the same individuals who dreame d them, as if to minimize
prior interpretation , I  want t o atten d t o th e way s in which other s tel l dreams that
happened lon g ago to dreamer s long gone .

Similarities betwee n drea m narrative s an d mythi c narrative s hav e ofte n bee n
remarked, but her e we wil l be dealin g with myths -whose episodes include  dreams .
Among othe r things , such myths provid e u s with example s o f dream report s tha t
have bee n canonize d b y tradition . Bu t w e nee d t o d o mor e tha n simpl y extrac t
these dream s fro m th e storie s i n whic h the y occur . B y followin g closel y th e
practices o f the narrators , and especiall y the manne r i n which the y weave  drea m
episodes int o longe r narratives , we shoul d b e abl e to discer n cultura l difference s
in th e constructio n o f the boundar y betwee n th e dreamin g an d wakin g worlds .
At th e sam e tim e w e migh t catc h a  glimps e o f th e processes , usuall y hidden ,
whereby pas t dream s become mythologize d an d pas t myth s offe r themselve s t o
future dreamers .

Waud Krack e observes that myth "as a series of vivid images depends on inne r
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visualization fo r it s communicatio n an d impact, " s o tha t "myth s ar e constitute d
in a  spatial-sensory modalit y lik e tha t o f dreams. " I  agre e wit h thi s statemen t as
far a s it goes , bu t th e emphasi s on th e visua l domain ma y b e culture-specific . It
seems to me that we neglect the auditory domain in general and speech in particular,
not onl y a s tellers and interpreters of dream narratives , but eve n a s dreamers. Ou r
visual bia s shows u p a s clearly in drea m laboratorie s a s anywhere else . Indeed, t o
"qualify a s a dream, mos t workers agree, " th e repor t o f an awakened sleepe r must
be "visuall y imagistic." 2 Suc h report s ar e mos t likel y t o b e produce d b y RE M
(rapid ey e movement) states , whil e non-RE M state s ar e more likel y t o produc e
reports tha t worker s se t aside a s examples o f "thinking" rather than "dreaming, "
or a s "conceptual" rathe r tha n "perceptual. " Ther e seem s to b e a n unexamine d
assumption tha t th e inne r voice s involve d i n thinkin g ca n b e reporte d withou t
ever having been perceived. A s for the stud y of myths, a curious neglect o f speech
shows u p ther e a s well . I n text s collecte d fro m ora l traditions , quotation s o f
dialogues amon g th e character s typically tak e up hal f o r mor e o f the telling , bu t
when Wester n analyst s retel l suc h myth s the y typicall y omit  al l quotations, a s if
the dialogue s were somethin g othe r tha n events .

Over wid e area s o f Native Nort h America, ther e ar e oral traditions i n whic h
the experiences o f the characters include dream s or visions that are either explicitly
identified a s such or strongl y implie d b y contextua l details . The actor s appearin g
within these dream s may include god s o r animal s or spirits , bu t th e dreamer s are
nearly always living huma n beings . Such stories are easies t to find among tribe s in
which ordinar y peopl e expec t an d eve n see k visionar y experiences , an d wher e
such experience s may eve n b e a  marker o f passage int o adulthood . Th e resul t o f
a successfu l drea m o r vision is spiritual power tha t finds expression i n a  ritual, on e
whose performanc e may benefit not onl y th e dreame r bu t other s who ma y be ill
or otherwis e i n need . Bu t ther e ar e other tribe s in which overtl y marke d dream s
are rar e o r nonexisten t amon g th e event s o f stories , an d dreamlik e episode s ar e
told a s if they took place in waking life . Whereve r thi s is the case , spiritua l power
is likel y t o b e concentrate d i n th e hand s o f secre t societies , priestl y guilds , o r
privileged ki n groups , a s o n th e Northwes t Coas t an d i n th e pueblo s o f th e
Southwest. I n suc h societie s eve n autobiographica l narratio n ma y requir e tha t
dream episode s be encode d a s waking experiences , i f unusual ones.

Among th e openly vision-questing nations , there are some stories whose mai n
purpose seem s t o b e th e presentatio n o f a  dream . I n othe r storie s dream s ma y
occur eve n thoug h the y woul d see m t o b e unnecessary , give n tha t th e wakin g
events ar e already thoroughl y mythic . Th e character s who hav e th e dream s liv e
in a  pas t tha t ma y b e distan t but i n mos t case s i s not a t th e distanc e o f a  prio r
world. On e o f the effect s o f openly narratin g th e drea m a s a dream i s that i t the n
becomes a n experienc e o f the kin d a  person o f the presen t da y might stil l have ,
rather than being confined to an age of miracles. At the same time, the interpretation
of th e meanin g o f th e narrate d drea m i s o f a  typ e tha t ca n stil l b e applied , b y
analogy, i n present-da y life .

In th e large r tempora l scheme o f a  story with a  drea m i n it , th e drea m itsel f
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is typicall y tol d a t th e tim e i t happen s rathe r tha n bein g hel d bac k unti l th e
awakened dreamer o r returned visionary might tel l i t to th e other characters . For
the narrator, telling the dream as it happens involves something more than extending
the reach of third-person omniscienc e into th e world of someone else' s dream. A
dream may be told s o much fro m th e point o f view o f the dreame r that i t almost
seems a s though th e telle r ha d been th e dreamer , eve n thoug h th e narrativ e stays
in the third person. This effec t i s partly produced through th e "inner visualization"
mentioned b y Kracke, but i t als o requires inner audition . I t is what literar y critics
call th e fre e indirec t styl e o r doubl e voicing , i n whic h th e voic e o f the narrato r
resembles the voice of a character without the use of direct quotation. Such voicing
gives evidenc e o f a  process in th e min d o f a  narrato r tha t ha s a  certai n kinship
with luci d dreaming . Bot h th e double-voice d storytelle r an d th e luci d dreame r
must allow th e simultaneous presence of two kind s of consciousness, one o f them
open t o th e flow o f imagination an d the othe r selectiv e and eve n directive . Th e
difference i s tha t a  storytelle r whos e imaginatio n become s to o activ e ma y los e
track of the plot, whereas a dreamer who become s too purposefu l may disrupt the
flow of images and eve n wak e up.5

The Dena'in a o f Alaska are among th e North American nation s whose storie s
are sometimes centered on drea m episodes . The exampl e I  quote from here, from
Cook Inlet , wa s told b y Pete r Kalifornsky . I t concern s a  hunter wh o i s plagued
by mic e tha t kee p ruinin g th e mea t h e bring s home . "A t nigh t whe n th e ma n
went t o bed," w e are told, "th e mice ran all over him. Then when h e finally went
to sleep , the ma n had a  dream." Th e importan t poin t her e i s not tha t the hunte r
goes to slee p despite the mice , bu t tha t sleepin g in th e presenc e o f the mic e wil l
have an effec t o n hi s dream. "H e dreame d abou t an open country : n o ridges , no
mountains, n o tree s a s far a s one coul d see. " I n othe r words , th e hunte r find s
himself far from th e place where he went t o sleep. "There were al l kinds of people
all around. An d ther e wa s a lady seated in fron t o f him there. " A t thi s point th e
dreamer might continu e as a spectator, treating all this as something he just happens
to b e watching , an d remainin g unawar e tha t i t i s a  drea m unti l h e wake s up .
But i n Nativ e America n term s suc h an outcom e woul d merel y demonstrat e hi s
incompetence a s a dreamer , an d tha t i s not wha t drea m storie s are about . T o b e
a successfu l dreame r h e mus t mov e beyon d th e rol e o f observer t o th e exten t o f
realizing that the particular woman he finds in front of him should have an important
message, on e tha t i s meant specificall y fo r hi m an d on e tha t h e mus t remembe r
when h e wake s up . Thi s woul d see m t o requir e a  ste p beyon d wha t drea m
researchers call quasi-lucidity, i n which h e could be aware that he is dreaming an d
yet remai n a  nonparticipant .

"I kno w you, " th e woma n say s t o th e dreamer . H e remain s inactiv e i n th e
sense tha t h e say s nothing i n repl y t o her , bu t just the occurrenc e o f this "you,"
and hi s acceptanc e o f it s referenc e t o himself , bring s hi m t o th e threshol d o f
participation i n hi s dream. Th e narrato r returns t o describin g the scene : "Ther e
were peopl e there , but thei r face s wer e mad e differentl y tha n huma n faces . Th e
woman wa s beautiful, " I n givin g thes e and othe r details , suc h a s the description
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of th e treeles s landscape, th e narrato r seem s t o b e participatin g in th e imagina l
world o f the dreamer. Indeed , i f the dreamer were to give his own repor t o f these
aspects of the dream later on in the story, he could use the same -words the narrator
is usin g now .

The woma n speak s t o him again , addressin g him i n hi s role o f hunter: "Th e
way you ar e now i s bad, and a s a result you wil l have a  very hard time. You hav e
smashed th e animals ' bone s an d throw n the m wher e th e peopl e wal k o n them .
When th e animal s return here , the y hav e difficult y turnin g bac k int o animals. "
By th e standard s of ordinary Wester n drea m experiences , thi s part o f the drea m
seems doubl y unusual : not onl y doe s th e drea m woma n spea k coherentl y an d a t
some length, but sh e has begun turnin g the hunter's dream into a  self-interpreting
one. We ma y suspect that the narrato r is speaking with a  double voic e again , this
time combining a  dream report wit h a n interpretation someon e migh t make afte r
hearing th e report , bu t i t i s difficult t o kno w t o wha t degre e thi s migh t b e th e
case. After all , we are dealing with a  culture whose member s are taught that figures
appearing i n dream s ar e t o b e understoo d a s bearers o f verba l messages . Thi s
suggests a cultural difference i n the relative values placed on what dream researchers
divide int o RE M an d non-REM states . Howeve r tha t ma y be, ther e doe s see m
to b e a  difference o f values in th e matte r o f lucidity. Laborator y researchers tend
to celebrat e luci d dreamer s wh o tak e a n activ e an d eve n aggressiv e role i n th e
dream world , wherea s the dreamer s celebrated i n storie s such a s the presen t on e
are simila r t o a  field researcher who ha s found the idea l informant .

The dreamin g hunter continue s his silence, but h e also continues to pay atten-
tion t o th e messenge r before him . T o sho w hi m th e result s o f his bad huntin g
practices, "sh e gestured , an d th e plac e turne d int o a  differen t country . I t wa s
populated b y horribl y disfigure d animals . There wer e peopl e ther e wh o wer e
tending t o them. " Th e sudde n chang e of scene fits our ow n expectation s o f the
dream experience , but th e interpretation continues : "These are my children," say s
the woman . "Loo k what you di d to them . Yo u scorche d of f their ski n with ho t
water." The n she changes what th e hunter see s a second time: "Now  loo k wher e
you cam e from—th e sunris e side," an d h e doe s so . The abilit y t o shif t th e gaze
is reported by lucid dreamers in our ow n culture , bu t th e directiona l mapping of
the hunter' s shif t suggest s a  lucidit y i n whic h Nativ e America n cosmologica l
consciousness is at work. W e ar e dealing with a  whole famil y o f cultures in whic h
noticing directio n play s a n integra l rol e i n th e rememberin g an d recountin g o f
experience, an d ther e i s no obviou s reaso n wh y luci d dreamer s in thes e cultures
should no t pa y attentio n t o th e orientatio n o f drea m events . I n th e cas e o f th e
Dena'ina and many other North American nations, a dreamer's sense of orientation
could be aided by the fact that the proper sleeping position is with the feet eastward.
Assuming tha t the bod y o f the sleepin g hunte r i s properly oriented , th e woma n
in hi s drea m i s not onl y turnin g hi s gaz e bac k i n th e directio n wher e hi s bod y
lies, bu t alignin g him wit h th e axi s o f his body.

The dreame r now see s that th e woma n and himself "wer e at a land above the
human land , whic h wa s below the m t o th e east . An d al l kinds o f people wer e
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corning up fro m the lowe r country , an d they didn' t hav e an y clothes on . When
they arrived , the y pu t o n clothes , an d when the y did , the y turne d bac k into all
kinds o f animals again." Thes e transformation s are th e stuf f o f dreams again , bu t
again the woman offer s an interpretation: "The Campfir e People," meaning huma n
beings in th e lowe r land , "tak e goo d car e o f us. They tak e ou r clothe s fo r thei r
use, and if the humans treat us with respect , we come here in good shap e to tur n
into animal s again, " which i s t o sa y that th e anima l spirits , whic h hav e huma n
form, pu t o n anima l clothes again. "We wil l b e in goo d shap e if the human s pu t
our bone s int o th e water o r burn the m i n the fire."

Both th e image s and speeches of this dream ar e almost complet e a t this point ,
but ther e remains the narrative task o f awakening the hunter . I t is hard to imagin e
how thi s could b e carrie d of f any bette r tha n i t i s by th e presen t storyteller : "A s
she wa s talking t o him , th e woma n wa s standing behind him, " whic h put s he r
west o f him an d mean s tha t sh e has been wes t o f him th e whol e time , an d tha t
he turned hi s back to he r when h e looked eastwar d from hi s position in the land
of the animal s to th e human land . Now, "whe n he turne d to look a t her, h e saw
a great big mouse sitting there. And th e man got scared and startled, and he wok e
up." Seein g the drea m woman a s a mouse erase s the boundary between dreamin g
and waking, an d th e man find s himsel f back in the plac e where h e went t o sleep
while mic e wer e runnin g ove r him .

There i s a kind o f dream incubatio n i n thi s story, if unintentional o n th e part
of the dreamer , which depend s on a notion tha t spirits are immanent i n nonhuma n
beings, an d tha t the y ar e capabl e o f representin g themselve s a s humans. Simila r
incubations take place in storie s told b y th e Arikar a of North Dakota . I n a  story
told b y Alfred Morsette , th e protagonis t is a boy wh o i s very ill because he hasn' t
been abl e to hol d an y food down fo r a  long time . A  hunte r i n hi s family bag s a
wild boar , but th e boy can do no mor e tha n look a t the meat . "Later, afte r i t got
dark," w e are told, "everyon e wen t t o bed. But the mea t lay there. Everyone else
had alread y eaten som e o f it." Th e narrato r wants us to remembe r tha t the mea t
is stil l lying ther e in  the  dar k while the y all  go to  bed , includin g the  one  perso n
who looke d a t it but di d not eat . The presenc e o f the meat , like th e presence o f
the mic e i n th e previou s story, will hav e an effec t o n th e cours e of events .

"And whil e thi s boy slept, " th e stor y continues, "h e ha d a  dream." Agai n th e
narrator tell s the drea m rathe r tha n waitin g fo r th e awakene d dreame r t o tel l it .
His first sentence is double voiced , i n the sens e that the awakene d dreame r coul d
have sai d th e sam e thing : " A ma n cam e int o th e lodge. " I n th e nex t sentenc e
the narrato r seem s t o til t th e balanc e towar d th e positio n o f a n omniscien t ob -
server: "The n th e ma n cam e u p t o th e bo y wher e h e la y on hi s bed, wher e h e
lay there sick." We coul d take this to mean tha t the narrator is claiming to observ e
the drea m an d th e dreame r a t on e an d th e sam e time , bu t a  mor e interestin g
possibility i s that h e i s indirectly representin g th e bo y a s having a lucid dream. I f
this i s correct, it mean s that i t i s the bo y wh o i s to b e understoo d a s doing tw o
things a t th e sam e time . H e see s a  drea m figur e ente r a  drea m lodge , bu t h e
recognizes thi s lodg e a s the sam e a s the on e i n whic h h e i s sleeping , an d h e i s
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conscious of the position o f his real body in the lodge wher e the mea t of the boa r
is als o present.

What happen s next i s that th e drea m figur e speak s t o th e dreamer , revealin g
himself a s the spiri t o f the boar : "No w I  have come . I  want yo u t o know . Yo u
were staring at me while they butchered me. But now i t is my fate tha t you peopl e
must ea t me, an d you wer e wishing t o ea t some meat , but yo u wer e afrai d t o d o
it. Whenever yo u ea t anything, you just vomit i t up . No w I  am going t o docto r
you." Again , a s in th e previou s story , the drea m figur e speak s coherentl y an d a t
length, turning th e boy's dream into a  self-explanatory one. An d again , this could
be a case of double voicing in which a  dream report i s combined wit h what woul d
actually be a  postreport interpretation. Bu t th e fac t remain s that a  dreamer in this
culture ha s bee n taugh t t o trea t th e figure s appearin g i n dream s an d vision s as
messengers an d bearer s o f gifts . Th e bo y doe s no t mov e fro m hi s place o r say
anything, s o he is very much a  dreamer, bu t h e treat s what th e drea m visitor say s
as addressed directly t o him .

At thi s point th e drea m figure demonstrate s a ritual for the boy . I  describe the
action as a demonstration because the boy, as a lucid dreamer in a seeking tradition,
understands th e figure' s action s as something mor e tha n a n accidenta l even t h e
just happen s to b e witnessing and ma y not bothe r t o remember . "An d the n thi s
man who ha d come insid e knel t down, " the narrato r tells us. "Then he brough t
out a  wooden bowl . He pu t somethin g in it , whatever i t was." This las t sentence
seems t o b e a  smal l concessio n to th e fac t tha t eve n a  dream experienc e o f thi s
kind has its fuzzy area s o r gaps . "He se t it down . The n he pu t wate r i n it . Then
he stirre d it . A s he stirre d it, i t go t foamy . I t looke d lik e soap suds." It i s part of
the boy' s lucidit y t o understan d thes e action s a s something h e himsel f shoul d
perform late r on , i n wakin g life . Othe r thing s coul d b e goin g o n i n th e dream. ,
potential source s of distraction, but th e dreame r is looking fo r action s that could
be usefull y repeated .

Here the ma n resume s speaking to th e boy: "Now , I  am going t o pity you. "
This statemen t i s a  formulaic one , widel y employe d i n account s o f dream s an d
visions i n Plain s India n cultures . I t i s always followed b y a  gif t o f power t o th e
dreamer. We might be tempted to assign it to the discourse of dream representations
rather than o f dreams, but it s use is so consistent in th e narrative s Plains dreamers
hear an d tel l al l their live s that ther e seem s n o reaso n t o doub t the y coul d hea r
someone sa y it in a  dream, when i t would mar k the event s in progress as a dream
while a t the sam e time remindin g th e dreame r no t t o wak e u p just yet . I n ou r
own culture , on e o f the thing s lucid dreamers repor t a s alerting them t o th e fac t
that they are dreaming i s the recurrenc e of a visual cue tha t has become a  marker
of th e drea m worl d fo r them. 9 Her e agai n w e woul d see m t o hav e a  cultural
difference, wit h a  Western focu s o n the visua l and a  Native American attunemen t
to th e auditory .

Once th e figur e i n th e boy' s drea m has uttered the formula , he get s straigh t
to th e matte r o f his gif t t o th e boy : "No w I  want you t o drin k this . When yo u
drink it , you'll have this song. Then there will be nothing the matter. " So the gif t
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is a method for curing the illness of not being able to hold down an y food. "When
you drin k it , you'l l begi n singin g thi s song . No w the n ther e isn' t goin g t o b e
anything wrong with you—and you'l l be well i f you aren' t afrai d t o d o what I' m
telling you t o do. " Thi s wil l require  a  new kin d of participation by the dreamer ,
but on e tha t permit s hi m t o remai n o n th e threshol d o f action . H e ha s been
listening to wha t wa s said t o hi m an d watching what was demonstrated for him,
and no w h e -wil l accep t a drink. This wil l require hi m t o ge t ou t o f his prostrate
body t o th e exten t o f sitting up, bu t no t t o leave his sick bed. A s the experienc e
of a lucid dreamer , i t woul d see m t o b e a  half  out-of-bod y experience .

The narrato r represents the bo y a s responding to th e man' s offe r o f a drink i n
his thoughts rathe r than as speaking out loud . Th e word s he think s to himsel f are
double voice d i n th e sens e that the y coul d just as well hav e been spoke n to th e
man: "I t doesn' t matter . I  barely live fro m on e da y to th e next . Well , I  guess I'l l
drink it." Whe n th e boy has consumed the foam , th e man says, "I'm th e on e you
have drun k u p here . I' m th e one . I t i s nothing fo r m e t o ea t anything . I  don' t
know o f any time whe n I  ever threw somethin g up. When I  eat something, I  eat
it. No w yo u ar e goin g t o b e tha t way. " Thu s th e drea m figur e give s a  human
voice to a boar, an animal that eats anything at all with impunity . "Now thi s song
is the one you're goin g t o sing . When you're abou t to eat , you'll sin g this one in
your mind. " The word s o f the son g go this way:

Now I'l l be the one when you drink ;
When you g o around,
When you g o around,
Then you'l l drink me .

At th e en d o f the stor y the narrato r adds a detail that got lef t ou t here : "H e wa s
dancing while he was seated," moving in time to the son g without gettin g ou t o f
bed. Her e th e dreamer , stil l only halfway ou t o f his body, reache s his most active
level o f lucidity.

Having remembered t o remember th e song and the movement, the boy awak-
ens. He call s for his mother an d tell s her, "Pu t wate r into a wooden bowl! You'l l
stir tha t tongu e aroun d i n it. " I n specifyin g wha t shoul d b e pu t i n th e wate r h e
is engagin g i n a n ac t o f interpretation , sinc e th e ma n i n th e drea m onl y "pu t
something i n it , whatever i t was. " Th e choic e o f the boar' s tongue fit s bot h th e
gift o f th e son g an d th e goa l o f bein g abl e t o ea t anythin g an d hol d i t down .
"When it gets foamy, I'l l drink it, " say s the boy, and when he drink s he sing s the
song to himself and dances while seated. In drinking what his mother has prepared
and i n dancin g h e act s i n th e wakin g socia l world , bu t i n singin g th e son g t o
himself he reenter s th e worl d o f his dream. Th e inne r voic e h e hear s as he sings
would b e a  double one, both hi s own an d that of the spiri t who sang , "Now  I'l l
be th e on e when yo u drink. " Her e w e woul d seem to be dealing with a  waking
dream, on e tha t reverses th e lucidit y of the sleepin g dream.

In anothe r Ankara story tol d b y Alfre d Morsette , the protagonis t is a young
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man whos e wif e ha s disappeared. H e trie s to fin d track s out o n th e prairie , an
act that removes him fro m th e social world eve n whil e h e remains awake. Finally
something happens: "While he -wa s searching around, there lay something o n th e
ground!" Notic e th e doubl e voicin g here , i n whic h th e narrato r expresse s the
seeker's surprise without departin g from th e thir d person . "I t wa s the remain s of
an el k tha t ha d apparentl y been ther e a  long time, " h e goe s on , speakin g i n a
voice tha t coul d be tha t o f the youn g man tellin g hi s own story . "Th e skul l was
there with the horns stil l on it. " Nex t th e narrator quotes the inne r speech of the
seeker: "They always say, 'Elk , yo u ar e holy.' Perhap s you migh t pit y me." Th e
wording i s indirect, wit h th e firs t sentenc e referrin g to an y el k an d th e secon d
softened wit h "perhaps, " bu t i t ha s th e effec t o f a  questio n addresse d t o thi s
particular elk. The seeke r is still awake, but like the dreamin g boy who responde d
to th e ma n wh o offere d hi m a  drink, h e think s thes e words rather than speakin g
them. H e is , after all , communicating no t wit h the elk' s bones bu t wit h it s spirit,
just a s the bo y communicate s with the boar' s spirit . H e als o makes vocal sounds,
but thes e are the nonverba l sound s of a person cryin g for a  vision, "there wher e
the elk' s bone s lay , goin g aroun d the m an d crying. " Lik e th e bo y wh o learne d
something whil e dreamin g i n th e presenc e o f th e boar' s meat , th e youn g ma n
hopes t o lear n something i n th e presenc e of the elk' s bones .

This tim e th e storytelle r doe s not specif y tha t hi s protagonist dreams , perhaps
because the cryin g is sufficient t o se t the stage . The transitio n goes this way: "Oh ,
finally he was satisfied. H e lay down an d slept. A man touched him. " Thi s sounds
a little like a  hypnagogic hallucination a t sleep onset, which ca n be terrifying . Bu t
if this dreame r wake s up , h e doe s s o only i n th e sens e of entering int o lucidity .
He ha s afte r al l been seekin g a  visitation, an d h e expect s tha t th e ma n wh o ha s
touched hi m wil l have a message meant for him. Lik e the spiri t of the boar in th e
boy's dream , th e spiri t of the el k addresses him directly : "Now , I'v e come t o tel l
you. I  know wha t yo u ar e seeking. You'r e seekin g you r wife . Your wif e i s no t
lost." Then he reveals the existenc e of an abductor: "Why , no w he' s oversteppe d
his limits. A black bear i s the one . H e too k you r woman." At thi s point, instea d
of demonstrating wha t th e youn g ma n shoul d do , th e spiri t helper describe s the
steps h e mus t tak e to liberat e hi s wife an d other women take n by th e bear . Th e
key ite m h e need s for hi s quest , the equivalen t o f the sic k boy' s combinatio n o f
a song and a  boar's tongue, i s revealed as follows: "Yo u shoul d ask your fathe r t o
make you a n elk whistle, on e tha t imitates the sound o f an elk." The n the drea m
ends with even les s of a transition tha n i t began: "  'Now d o these things quickly !
Hurry!' The n thi s young man started out. " Th e narrato r neve r doe s state that h e
awakens from the sleep mentioned earlier , perhaps because his adventure will carry
him int o a  thoroughly mythi c space , one wher e h e wil l tak e the for m o f an elk
and gor e th e bear . Th e closes t thing t o a n awakenin g i s his return t o hi s village
with hi s liberated -wife , ther e t o resum e a  normal life .

A differen t handlin g of the passag e fro m wakin g into dreamin g ca n be found
in a  story told among the Mandan , neighbors of the Arikara . The versio n quoted
here wa s narrate d by Mrs . Goo d Bear , and i t concern s a young woma n named
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Corn Silk. Becaus e her parents scold her fo r remaining singl e too long , sh e sulks.
"When nigh t came , she went outsid e and lay on to p o f the doorwa y o f the eart h
lodge t o slee p an d would no t g o into th e lodg e tha t night . Sh e went t o sleep. "
This i s the poin t a t which someon e touche d the young ma n in the previous story,
but wha t happen s to Cor n Sil k is this: "When sh e awoke, someon e wa s carrying
her o n hi s shoulders , an d sh e kne w tha t someon e ha d he r i n hi s power . Sh e
couldn't ge t away. " Leavin g asid e the statemen t that Corn Sil k awoke, sh e is like
the dreamin g Arikar a boy, awar e o f her body bu t unabl e t o d o muc h mor e tha n
pay attention . I f we interpre t he r awakenin g accordingly , i t i s not he r exi t fro m
sleep but rathe r the onse t o f her lucidity. Instea d of staying with her physical bod y
except fo r sittin g up, lik e th e boy , sh e i s having a  fully out-of-bod y experience .

Corn Sil k continues her quiescen t awarenes s of her captor : "They went alon g
until the y cam e t o hi s lodge. H e pu t he r i n a  bed, thinkin g sh e was asleep , bu t
she knew everything that happened." I n this dream world , s o far, it is the dreame r
who take s the rol e o f the spiri t immanent i n a  body, bu t sh e has not ye t reveale d
herself. A s Mrs. Goo d Bea r continue s th e story , sh e doubles he r voic e wit h tha t
of the observin g dreamer : "Then ther e wa s another woman , a n owl , an d a  large
grizzly bear in th e lodge. " I t i s at this moment tha t Cor n Sil k realizes for the first
time tha t a  grizzl y bea r i s he r captor . Just ho w sh e sense s this i s hard t o judge ,
since both character s in th e lodg e see m to b e ambiguou s i n form: on e o f them is
"a woman , a n owl, " an d wil l late r be calle d "Ow l Woman, " whil e th e othe r i s
"large," a s indeed grizzl y bear s are , bu t wil l late r b e referre d t o a s "the man. "
Perhaps sh e i s understoo d t o hav e ha d a n experienc e lik e tha t o f th e Dena'in a
hunter, who sa w for himself tha t spirits with human for m can have animal bodies .

What happens next draw s Corn Silk toward greate r participation in her dream :
"The ma n aske d Owl Woma n t o coo k somethin g fo r Cor n Silk , an d sh e began
to prepar e food. " A t thi s point th e dreame r i s merely overhearin g a  reference t o
herself, bu t the n Ow l Woman says , "Corn Silk , you shoul d ge t up and eat." Lik e
the dreamer s wh o hear d th e wor d "you " i n th e othe r stories , sh e accept s its
reference t o herself , her e backe d u p b y he r ver y name . Sh e ha s been awake , o r
rather lucid , th e whol e time , bu t he r participatio n in he r drea m increase s in th e
manner o f someon e wh o ha s been awakene d fro m slee p an d i s getting he r da y
started: "Ow l Woma n brough t wate r fo r he r t o was h with , an d the n sh e ate. "
After thi s comes a  whole series of horrifying adventures i n which Cor n Silk leaves
this drea m lodg e an d slowl y find s he r wa y bac k t o he r own , acquirin g variou s
powers fro m anima l spirit s along the way . O n he r retur n sh e does no t searc h for
her physica l bod y an d reente r it , a s out-of-bod y dreamer s (Nativ e American s
among them ) sometimes do, but i s rather represented a s walking hom e i n her ow n
body. I f we wer e t o insis t on reconcilin g thi s even t wit h wha t happene d earl y in
the story , w e coul d interpre t th e awakenin g tha t too k plac e a s sh e wa s bein g
carried awa y fro m he r lodg e a s a rea l one , thoug h he r experienc e i s described as
that o f a  lucid dreamer . In fac t i t i s her secon d awakening , when Ow l Woma n
fixes breakfast fo r her, that sounds like a real one, but thi s is the on e tha t is described
as false . Suc h is th e tricker y whereb y a  storytelle r ma y evok e drea m phenomen a



Mythic Dreams an d Doubl e Voicin g 11 3

to ope n a  path int o a  mythic realm , bu t then , afte r keepin g a  characte r in tha t
realm fa r longer tha n an y drea m coul d last—for days or years , even—substitute s
a homecoming afte r a  long journey fo r a n awakenin g from a  dream.

The stor y doesn' t en d with Cor n Silk's return. Peopl e star t disappearing from
the villag e eac h night , an d a  young ma n decide s t o d o somethin g abou t it . H e
leaves the village , saying, "I wil l fas t o n th e hill s an d se e if I can fin d ou t wha t i t
is all about," whic h i s to sa y he i s seeking a vision. "He crie d all day," Mrs. Good
Bear tell s us, "and a  snowstorm and blizzard came u p towar d evening. " Sh e goes
on t o sa y what h e sa w and hear d from hi s hilltop, bu t withou t lettin g u s know
whether o r when he might have slept or awakened: "In the night during the storm
twelve buffal o bull s came alon g unde r th e hil l walkin g i n th e snow. " S o far , he
could b e seein g actua l buffalo, o r h e coul d b e havin g a  waking visio n o f buffal o
in the snowy darkness , or he could be having a lucid dream in which h e see s (and
counts) buffal o whil e remainin g aware of the position o f his body. I n an y case th e
voicing i s double, wit h th e narrato r using the sam e words th e seeke r could have
used i n reportin g suc h an experience . "The y were walkin g towar d th e village, "
she say s next , whic h bring s u s (an d the youn g man ) t o th e realizatio n that these
buffalo ar e the reaso n th e villager s have been disappearin g each night . The n w e
(and he ) ge t a  close r look a t them : "Eac h ha d a  flat board abou t tw o fee t lon g
with hoofs, lungs, and a heart tied to the handle." No w the y have become buffal o
dancers who carr y wands in thei r hands , and th e youn g man, bein g a  competen t
dreamer, i s taking note o f details that coul d be usefull y reproduced .

Here the narrato r increases her distanc e a little: "They stoppe d a t the foo t o f
the hil l nea r th e youn g man , circle d around, an d sang their song. " O f cours e he
remembers wha t h e see s and hears , later instituting a dance that marks the en d o f
the disappearances . Only toward th e end o f the stor y does the narrato r refer back
to hi s experience o n th e hillto p a s a "dream." Perhaps thi s i s simply because she
has already stated that he wa s fastin g i n hope s o f such an experience , bu t i t doe s
alert us to the possibility that storytellers in traditions such as hers might sometime s
be aware of dream episodes in stories but let them remain implicit. Sh e says nothing
about whether th e young man was asleep or awake when h e witnessed the buffal o
performance, bu t Nativ e American s in genera l plac e n o particula r valu e on th e
distinction we cling to by contrasting "dreams" with "visions. " Th e poin t is rather
to try to understand something eve n before the experienc e is over, and remembe r
to remember .

In th e myth s o f th e Northwes t Coas t i t i s sometimes state d tha t a  character
has a  dream, bu t i n suc h case s th e drea m itself is not narrated . Conversely, whe n
a fully narrate d episode has the earmark s of a dream, ther e i s no explici t reference
to dreaming . I n a  Kwakiutl story from Britis h Columbia, tol d b y George Hunt, 12

the pretex t fo r such an episode is not slee p but a  near-death experience , an d th e
darkness of a cave substitutes for the darknes s of night. I t is a cave used by harbo r
seals, a t a  place called Hollow Point , and th e onl y wa y a  hunter ca n ge t insid e is
through a  hole in the ceiling . He need s a partner to lower him into the cav e with
a rope , hau l ou t th e seal s h e kills , an d le t th e rop e dow n on e las t tim e t o hau l
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him out . Bu t whe n a  man name d Da y Hunter is ready to com e ou t o f the cave ,
his jealous younger brothe r Nigh t Hunter haul s him partway up and then cut s the
rope. I n th e word s o f the narrator , "Da y Hunte r fel l o n th e rock s o f the beac h
inside th e seals ' sleepin g cave . Da y Hunte r kne w tha t hi s bell y ha d spli t open ,
because his intestines were scattered over the rocks. But his mind remained steady. "
The hunter' s fal l int o a  cave with no wa y ou t i s very much lik e a  nightmare, bu t
instead of escaping by means of a literal awakening he follow s a path some o f ou r
own researcher s have foun d t o b e therapeuti c fo r nightmare sufferers , enterin g
into a  lucid state . Hi s awarenes s of hi s body an d it s location i n th e dreamscap e
resembles tha t o f dreamers i n th e Arikar a and Mandan stories .

Next w e ar e told , "H e la y as if dead wher e h e ha d fallen. " Thi s double s th e
narrative voice with the perspectiv e o f the seals , who thin k the y ar e looking a t a
corpse, but  the  "as  if" keep s the  consciou s subjectivity of  Day Hunte r in  pla y as
a thir d element . H e turn s ou t t o b e like Cor n Silk , who observe d Ow l Woma n
and he r grizzl y bear husband i n thei r hom e b y pretendin g t o b e asleep , only h e
pretends to be dead . "H e hear d man y me n speakin g to eac h other , talkin g about
how he had dropped down. All the men were glad that someone the y called Keeps
Us Sleeples s had died fro m a fall, s o said the voice s he heard . Many me n gathere d
around him." These , o f course, are the seal s in their spiri t form. In the Northwes t
the spirit s of sea mammals hav e thei r ow n name s fo r human individuals , an d thi s
dreamer ha s already won a  great gif t b y overhearing the nam e th e seal s have give n
him. No w h e hear s someone shoutin g fro m a distance, "What ar e you crowdin g
around ove r there? " Someon e besid e him replies , "Keep s U s Sleeples s fell dow n
into ou r house . No w h e i s dead ove r here. " Then the distan t voice come s back ,
"It serve s him righ t tha t he i s dead." Not e tha t thi s sequence locate s the dreame r
in spac e but i s entirely auditory .

In reactio n t o th e conversatio n amon g th e seals , "th e hear t o f Da y Hunte r
became strong , s o that h e stoo d u p quickl y o n th e rocks. " Thu s h e become s a n
actor in hi s dream, but onl y afte r gatherin g usefu l information . Th e quicknes s of
his act gives him a  glimpse o f transformations: "Some o f the seal s had n o tim e t o
dress in thei r sealskins . Many o f them ha d tim e t o dress. " Bu t th e dreame r take s
no furthe r action : "Da y Hunte r just stood ther e waitin g fo r the me n t o spea k to
him or kill him." Lik e the dreamers in the other stories, he expects that the figure s
before hi m migh t sa y something fo r hi s benefit, even though hi s dream starte d off
as a  nightmare an d continue s t o b e dangerous . I n keeping wit h th e formalitie s of
the highly stratifie d societie s of the Northwest , th e immediat e sea l response to his
new statu s as a live visitor i s an indirect one . Th e loca l chief , whose nam e i s Seal
Face and who ha s a round quart z crystal on th e nap e of his neck, makes a speech:
"Oh, peopl e of my village, we have been profaned by our friend Keeps Us Sleepless,
because now h e ha s seen tha t we ar e people lik e him . G o on , as k him! Doe s h e
not wan t u s t o se t hi m right? " I n effec t thi s i s an offe r o f a  cure , lik e th e cur e
given t o th e Arikar a boy b y the spiri t of the boar .

Like the sic k boy , the injure d Da y Hunte r remain s an inactive dreamer in th e
sense tha t h e think s hi s respons e rathe r than speakin g ou t loud . Bu t instea d o f
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quoting th e dreamer's thoughts, as the Arikara narrator does, this Kwakiutl narrator
now quote s a  seal man wh o read s the dreamer' s thoughts . Th e ma n i n question ,
"who ha d -wonderfully good hearing," i s in the crowd standing around Day Hunter .
In repl y t o Sea l Face's  questio n abou t whethe r th e injure d hunte r want s t o b e
cured, th e min d heare r says , "I t i s his desire that you d o so , chief." Anothe r ma n
now fills a feast dis h wit h th e "water-of-life, " fro m a pool nea r th e corne r hous e
posts. "Th e ma n sprinkle d i t ove r Day Hunter' s body . Da y Hunter wa s put right .
His wounds heale d up. " Here , then , i s the cure , bu t ther e i s more t o b e gained .
The sea l men, like the buffalo dancer s seen by the Mandan dreamer , possess powerful
objects, but instea d of studying them with the intent o f making copies , Day Hunter
will b e portraye d a s taking a n objec t with hi m whe n h e leave s the cave . Here i s a
case of mythologization, and yet the par t of the story that takes place inside the cave
is realistically dreamlike (i f one ca n sa y such a thing) i n it s details.

The chie f speaks again: "What does our friend -want for his spirit treasure? Will
he no t tak e th e propert y grower? " Da y Hunter , stil l unabl e t o spea k out loud ,
"thought that he did not want it, " an d the mind hearer conveys his thought. Next
the chie f asks , "Wil l he no t tak e th e carve d house post s and tha t poo l o f water -
of-life i n th e corner? " Thi s tim e th e narrato r quote s bot h Da y Hunte r an d th e
hearer, one of them thinking , "Wha t is the use of it?" and the other saying , "What
is th e us e o f it?" Th e chief , becomin g annoyed , make s hi s third an d fina l offer :
"Does ou r frien d wan t th e death-bringin g wand? " Da y Hunte r thinks , "Tha t is
what I  want, a  death bringer," and this time hi s spokesman, expandin g hi s role to
that o f a psychoanalyst, says, "That is what ou r frien d chooses, th e death-bringin g
wand, s o he can take revenge on his younger brother." In holding ou t for a greater
and greate r gift , Da y Hunte r i s playing th e powe r gam e a s it i s often playe d i n
North American myths of questing heroes, but many such myths lack the obviou s
trappings o f dreamin g tha t thi s on e carries . Unlike heroe s wh o ar e portrayed as
fully awak e an d ready for action, Da y Hunte r make s no threat s but simpl y stands
his ground a s a desirous dreamer .

Like Corn Silk, Day Hunter acquire s some additional power s on his way back
to hi s village and arrives in the flesh. It is when he i s standing in a  canoe offshore ,
about t o demonstrat e th e death-bringin g wan d t o th e villagers , tha t we lear n he
was given a  song to go with it . By waiting fo r this moment t o sing it the narrato r
puts his audience (and us as his readers) in the position o f the villagers , whom Day
Hunter addresse s as "commoners." I  wil l no t quot e th e song , bu t wil l onl y say
that when Da y Hunte r finishe d singing , th e villager s saw him poin t th e wan d a t
four differen t mountains , eac h of whic h burst into flames. Thus hi s achievemen t
as a  returned dreame r wen t beyond th e mer e establishmen t o f a new ritual . Thi s
ending i s consonant wit h th e political purpose of the story , which i s to claim great
power for the hereditary chieftainship of which Day Hunter i s the founder. Among
other things , th e stor y ha s the effec t o f givin g hi s descendants propert y right s t o
power dream s involving harbor seal s an d th e cav e a t Hollow Point .

In a  Yana myth fro m th e mountain s o f Norther n California , as told b y Sa m
Batwi, a dreamer brings his entire dream into the waking world and affects everyone
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who live s there. I n storie s of this kind, rar e outside of California , a dream take s
place in a  previous world, on e whos e inhabitants are not th e sam e as present-day
human beings. This Yana example is exceptional in another way as well: the dream
is no t tol d b y th e narrato r at th e tim e i t happens , but i s rather told afterwar d i n
the quote d word s o f the characte r who dreame d it . Hi s name i s Wildcat, an d h e
lives i n a n er a whe n today' s animal s had huma n bodie s an d anima l spirits , th e
reverse of their present situation. One da y he goes out in the wood s with his wife
and their baby to gather pine nuts. Climbing a  pine tree to knock down the cones,
"he shoute d bac k dow n t o hi s wif e fro m above , 'Ar e the y bi g nuts? ' Sai d th e
woman, 'Yes ! Knock the m al l down!'" I n this exchange he an d hi s wife ar e in a
one-to-one waking relationship, and it continues for a bit longer: "He thre w down
pine cones. 'There!' He threw them down again. 'There!' 'Yes! ' the woman said. "
But the n somethin g od d happens : "In hi s heart, the y say, Little Wildcat spok e to
her, calling down to her fro m u p above. " H e i s still thinking o f himself as "calling
down to her," bu t now h e does this "in hi s heart," using an inner voice, and "th e
woman's no t answering. " H e ha s put himsel f in th e positio n o f a  dreamer wh o
can think word s bu t no t spea k them, bu t hi s wife i s not readin g his mind .

"Hey-hey!" thinks Wildcat. "Wha t coul d be happenin g to m e tha t my slee p is
so bad?" A bad drea m is what he ha s on hi s mind, but fo r th e momen t h e goe s on
knocking down pin e cone s and using  his audible voice onl y to sa y "There!" each
time they fall. Meanwhile , wit h hi s inner voice he says , " I dreamed during the night
while I  was sleeping: I dreamed about tearing myself down in pieces. I threw dow n
my shoulder , I  thre w dow n m y othe r shoulder , I  thre w dow n m y thigh , I  thre w
down m y othe r thigh. " This stor y comes fro m a  culture in which th e bes t way t o
prevent a  bad drea m fro m comin g tru e i s to tel l i t t o othe r people , bu t Wildca t
goes o n keepin g his dream to himself . Meanwhile hi s wife busie s herself pounding
the falle n pin e cone s to get  the nut s out  of  them, wit h the  bab y lying nearby in its
cradle. " I dreame d abou t throwin g dow n m y backbone . I  dreame d tha t I  ra n all
over as nothing but my skull. I dreamed about it." Here is an out-of-body experienc e
that take s o n th e shap e o f a horror story , and i t is about t o com e true .

Finally th e woma n look s towar d Wildcat : "Bloo d wa s drippin g dow n fro m
the pitch-pine tree. The woma n wa s afraid. Th e woma n ra n away home. Wildca t
hopped aroun d b y himsel f u p above , nothin g bu t a  skull . Th e woma n ra n of f
without her child." Fro m this moment on, Wildcat's bad dream becomes everyone
else's. Hi s skull , a  human one , come s dow n t o devou r th e chil d an d the n roll s
and bounces al l over th e worl d wit h th e soun d o f a  high -wind , killin g everyon e
who crosse s it s path. Finall y Coyote , disguise d as an ol d woman , stop s it . Thi s
woman i s the firs t perso n eve r t o as k Wildcat (o r hi s skull) why h e act s th e wa y
he does , an d fo r th e firs t tim e h e tell s hi s dream ou t loud . Sh e the n claim s sh e
once ha d a  patien t wit h th e sam e problem, an d tha t sh e "helpe d hi m t o b e a
person again." Describing her curing procedure, she says such things as, "I gathered
some wood " an d " I mad e a  fir e dow n i n th e fir e pit. " Bu t the n sh e start s using
the secon d person , sayin g such thing s as, "Next, I  put yo u dow n i n th e fir e pit. "
The skull , bein g highl y suggestible , says , "Let' s se e you d o i t t o me! "
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Now, wer e i t no t fo r th e fac t tha t Wildcat i s already a dream incarnate, so t o
speak, and were it not fo r the fac t tha t the old woman i s really Coyote i n disguise,
the scen e before us would b e th e kin d i n whic h a  dream figur e impart s a  gif t o f
curing knowledge. Wha t Coyote does, of course, is to burn the skull , making the
future world safe from Wildca t in his person as an actual human skull. But Coyote' s
trickery isn' t quit e as bad for Wildcat a s it sounds. The narrato r doesn't bother t o
say what woul d b e obviou s t o hi s Yana audience, bu t th e situatio n with anima l
bones is  the sam e her e as  among the  Dena'ina , wher e we  started . Wildcat wil l
never regai n the fleshl y huma n for m h e ha d befor e he dreame d himsel f into hi s
future, bu t i n th e nex t era , when wildcat s have anima l bodie s an d hunter s burn
their bones, their spirits will be able to put o n wildcat clothes again. Still, a human
dreamer migh t b e confronte d with th e spiri t o f th e origina l mutilate d Wildcat ,
the rushing skull. When such a nightmare happens, the best course is to remembe r
the story . Instead of waking up on e shoul d as k the skull , in one' s thoughts , wha t
it ha s to say.

The dreamin g tha t takes place in thes e Native America n storie s has visual and
kinesthetic features of the kinds we ourselves associate with dreaming. But al l these
dreams also have an essential auditory dimension, one that includes speech or song
or both . Moreover , wha t i s said in thes e dreams ofte n goe s a  long wa y towar d
making the m self-explanatory . We canno t know, finally , t o wha t exten t thi s i s a
result o f the processes involved i n the menta l storin g an d retrieving of dreams, or
in th e formulatio n an d transmissio n o f the longe r narrativ e sequences i n whic h
dream episode s occur. But wha t w e d o have , staring us in th e fac e (o r ringing in
our ears) , i s dreaming constitute d a s a cultura l project tha t i s very differen t fro m
ours. I n th e laboratory version o f our project , readers of dream report s give hig h
marks to vivid images. It may indeed be the cas e that somehow, a t bottom, huma n
dreaming i n genera l reall y i s a s overwhelmingl y visua l a s s o man y researchers
believe i t t o be . I n tha t cas e w e coul d sa y that Nativ e America n dreamers have
set themselve s th e cultura l tas k o f thinkin g thei r wa y upstrea m in a  biologica l
current, altering the dream experience by means of lucidity—or, better, a "wonder-
fully goo d hearing " fo r which w e hav e n o name . Anothe r possibilit y is that ou r
very definition of the dreamin g experience, neurologica l and otherwise , has been
culturally shaped all along, and that Native Americans are talking about an overlap-
ping bu t somewha t differen t arra y of experiences. Thes e ar e visual , yes , but the y
also partake of sound an d speech.

Here I  a m lef t wit h th e imag e th e wakefu l Coyot e saw when h e confronte d
the skul l of Wildcat, th e dreame r gone wrong . "He' s jus t lying there , big-eyed,"
says the narrator , doubling his voice with th e inne r voic e o f Coyote. "H e jus t sat
there a s nothing but hi s eyes. "

Notes

1. Krack e 1992 : 32 .
2. Web b an d Cartwrigh t 1978 : 238 .
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3. Ibid. : 239 .
4. I t may be that one wa y to disguis e dream experiences is to narrat e them as waking

omens; fo r possibl e examples see Tedlock 1995 : 1.40.
5. O n th e effect s o f excessive control o n luci d dreaming , se e Hunt 1989 : 120 .
6. Kar i 1994 : 116-117.
7. LaBerg e 1985 : 62 .
8. Park s 1991 : 319-323 .
9. LaBerg e 1985 : 113 .

10. Park s 1991 : 270-275.
11. Bower s 1950 : 319-323 .
12. Berma n 1994 .
13. LaBerg e 1985 : 162-166 .
14. Luthi n 1994 : 728-736 .
15. Fo r other Native American examples of this practice see Kracke 1992: 33 ; Tedloc k

1992: 118 .
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Dream Interpretatio n i n
a Prosperous Age ?

Artemidorus, th e Gree k Interprete r o f Dreams

Christine Walde

I thin k tha t in genera l i t i s a  good plan occasionally t o bea r in min d th e
fact tha t peopl e wer e i n th e habi t o f dreamin g before ther e wa s suc h a
thing a s psychoanalysis .

—Sigmund Freud

Dreams an d Dreaming in Greco-Roman Antiquity

In contras t to moder n societ y and culture , i n Greco-Roma n antiquit y dreamin g
and dream interpretation playe d a  central role in a  wide rang e of contexts. I n th e
Asclepian cul t practic e o f incubation , th e drea m wa s considere d a  spher e o f
communication share d by th e go d an d th e dreamer . Th e topi c o f the discours e
was almos t exclusivel y disease . Whil e sleepin g i n th e temple , il l peopl e wer e
spontaneously restored to health by the god in their dreams, or received sometimes
clear, sometimes encoded instructions for furthering the healing process. The drea m
was perceive d i n thi s particula r functio n bu t wa s no t th e objec t o f systemati c
research, althoug h case s of healing tha t th e priest s recorded i n prais e o f the god ,
always comprisin g th e drea m experience , migh t hav e allowe d fo r this , too .

Physicians o f secular medicine, suc h as Hippocrates, Rufus, an d Galenus , als o
tried t o evaluat e th e drea m experience s of thei r patients—ofte n in connectio n
with th e doctrin e o f the fou r humor s or othe r criteria—a s a supporting tool fo r
the diagnosi s of physica l and menta l illness . The y coul d no t d o withou t a  clos e
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scrutiny o f the connectio n betwee n dream s an d state of health, ye t researc h into
the subjec t di d no t g o beyond describin g certain irregularitie s in th e machin e o f
the huma n body .

Philosophers of all epochs tried to explain the source and significance of dream-
ing. Aristotle, the Stoics , the Epicureans—all came up with totally different expla -
nations: dream s ha d thei r origi n i n exterio r reality , o r wer e cause d b y divin e
influence, o r b y the dreamer' s psyche , o r th e function s of his or he r body . Eac h
of these explanation s had a n impact o n th e interpretabilit y o f dreams, tha t is, the
question o f whethe r the y hav e a  deepe r meaning . Beyon d this , dream s a s a n
experience o f virtual reality had epistemological implications, calling into questio n
the validit y o f sensory perception an d th e huma n sens e of reality. But eve n i f in
philosophy th e experienc e o f dreamin g serve d apparentl y as a startin g poin t fo r
exploring som e fundamental human problems , the results were not then reapplied
to th e phenomenon o f the dream .

In magic , dream s an d drea m interpretatio n wer e th e objec t o f sympatheti c
praxis: magician s tried t o provok e a  certai n drea m imag e (an d with i t a  certain
materialization), o r to contro l th e behavior o f other peopl e throug h dreaming , o r
to use dreams to gain suprarational knowledge, fo r example, fro m the god or about
the nethe r worlds.5

Within th e Gree k understandin g o f dreams, th e ke y role belonge d t o manti c
dream interpretation (o r divination by dreams) . To giv e a  prognosis abou t futur e
events, professiona l dream interpreter s deciphere d "ordinary " nocturna l dreams ,
when these could be classified as meaningful by specific criteria. Althoug h philoso -
phers of all schools argued about the sense or non-sense o f mantic dream interpreta -
tion, an d the tellin g and interpreting of dreams are very popular themes i n nearly
every literary genre, we clearly still know ver y little about this widespread practice
of interpretation—becaus e th e onl y (an d subjective ) testimony b y a  rea l drea m
professional offering u s some more substantial information is the Oneirocritica  (OC )
of the Gree k autho r Artemidorus (secon d century A.D.).7

The dream, or the observation that everyone dreams every night, was apparently
a subjec t that coul d b e approache d fro m man y differen t angles . W e ca n explai n
this by the fac t tha t the different approache s are based on the supposition of various
dream types , or tha t they are focusing onl y o n on e o r severa l phases of the drea m
phenomenon, tha t is, the formatio n of the dream ; dreaming itself , alon g with th e
experiences th e dreame r seem s t o hav e whil e dreaming ; th e drea m narrative ;
reactions to th e dream ; and , o f course, a dream interpretation (th e last depending
on the dream's assumed origin). These complementary approaches offer a  complete
picture o f the drea m in antiquit y only when take n together . I n fact , advocate s of
the differen t concept s of interpretation rarely disputed each other's legitimacy. Fo r
the rea l gap , rathe r tha n bein g locate d betwee n th e complementar y model s o f
explanation, lies between the assumption of interpretability and non-interpretabil -
ity. Formulate d more generally : it i s between, on on e hand , th e presumptio n of
a seamles s continuum between th e wakin g world and the dreamworld , s o that the
activities and perceptions of the waking state arc simply carried forward to another
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level o f consciousness ; and , o n th e other , th e presumptio n tha t dream s ca n b e
connected with anothe r or higher truth hidden to those awake (hence the disconti -
nuity of  dreaming and  waking) .

The Epicurean s advocated the mos t radica l form of continuity an d thus wer e
the enem y incarnat e for al l those promoting interpretability . Thi s i s because the
Epicurean denia l o f divin e influenc e o n huma n lif e le d directl y t o th e denia l
of divination , includin g drea m interpretation . Fo r th e Epicureans , dream s eithe r
originated i n th e continuou s bombardmen t o f th e sens e organ s b y atoms— a
process that continued during sleep—or were simply a reflex to physical or sensory
stimulation, or else the continuation and processing of daily activities upon another
level of consciousness. Though the Epicureans had a deep insight into the connec -
tion between dream and dreamer, they did not go any further in their investigation
of the body-min d phenomeno n o f the dream , towar d wha t coul d hav e resulted
in a n understanding of what Freu d would later cal l the "psychi c apparatus. "

The Epicureans , i n an y case, represente d a  minority position . Eve n Aristotle,
who though t dream s were primaril y a result of external impressions made o n th e
sense organs during sleep, conceded that dreams could be used for medical diagnosis.
He also could not deny that some dreams announced the future, though, rationaliz -
ing, h e preferre d to explai n thi s a s mere coincidence . Fo r Aristotl e also , despite
all his doubts regarding divination throug h dreaming, the dream retains the quality
of a space of significance, a t once an alternative to the wakin g state and potentially
useful t o tha t state.

Particularly in his short treatise concerning Diagnosis  from Dreams, 11 the physician
Galenus, wh o live d approximatel y i n th e sam e time a s Artemidorus, assert s tha t
dream interpretation alon e canno t serve as a reliable diagnostic tool, since a clear-
cut distinctio n betwee n th e differen t drea m types (meaningless , useful fo r medical
purposes, prognostic) is not simple . His belief in distinct dream types was, it seems,
solid enoug h t o deriv e something lik e a division of labor in drea m interpretation ;
when h e believe d h e wa s face d wit h dream s belongin g t o anothe r specialist' s
competence, h e di d no t hesitat e t o refe r th e dreame r elsewhere . Bu t h e als o
accepted a less rational usage of dreams, believing, for instance, that in very serious
cases of illness only divin e intervention—dream healing—coul d help. In addition ,
he reports dreams of his father prophesying his son's medical career. But he himself
was inspired by dreams to practice a spectacular method o f operating, stil l presently
in use . Accordin g t o hi s persona l experienc e h e coul d not , an d woul d not ,
irresponsibly reduc e th e meanin g o f apparently  polysemanti c dream s t o bodil y
stimulations or to signs showing the future . Therefor e his motto could have been:
"What ca n be observe d is also correct" o r perhap s even "Anything  goes."

The divine r Artemidorus carefully define s his own fiel d of research as "allegori-
cal" dream s that ca n be use d for divination. 13 H e nonetheles s considers almost all
other kinds of work with dreams as legitimate, if unequally useful (O C 4 , 22). He
approves o f the wa y bot h th e Asclepia n cult; and secula r medicin e use dreams , as
long a s the priest s and doctor s do no t simpl y offe r thei r interpretations in orde r
to impres s or tak e advantage of thei r naiv e clients . He eve n grant s a  role t o th e
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philosophers in this domain, althoug h h e does not expec t an y practical use of their
reflections (O C 1,6) ; but h e strictly reject s drea m manipulatio n throug h magica l
practices.

We thu s se e tha t i n antiquit y variou s idea s fo r bot h explainin g an d usin g
the drea m phenomeno n coexisted , no t readil y reducibl e t o a  single , coheren t
conception. Eve n Aristotle's monistic approach is only one voice in this discourse.
Because o f thi s typologica l variety, th e ancien t Greek s were abl e t o loo k a t th e
dream phenomenon wit h les s prejudice14—which made i t possible to registe r the
significance dreams could have for the awakened dreamer. Based on this typology of
dreams, Artemidorus's Oneirocritica succeeded in describing—both encyclopedically
and (wit h regard to hi s practical interest) systematically—the accumulated knowl-
edge abou t dream s o f his time .

Artemidorus

Artemidorus wa s born a t th e beginnin g o f th e secon d centur y i n th e culturall y
vibrant cit y o f Ephesus in Asi a Minor. H e wa s a contemporary o f the Emperor s
Hadrianus, Antoninu s Pius , an d Marcu s Aurelius, as well a s of th e rheto r Aeliu s
Aristides an d th e physicia n Galenus . Mos t o f th e evidenc e w e hav e abou t th e
ancient understandin g of dreams was handed dow n fro m thi s period, whic h sa w
the Roma n Empir e a t it s wides t expanse , as wel l a s the transitio n fro m paga n
polytheistic religio n t o Christia n monotheism .

We kno w nothin g abou t Artemidorus' s educatio n o r socia l status , bu t ca n
simply infe r fro m hi s Oneirocritica  tha t h e wa s a  very erudit e man , an d probabl y
quite wealthy . He  coul d alread y loo k bac k on  at  leas t 1,50 0 year s of  drea m
interpretation. The comprehensivenes s and high standard of the Oneirocritica  endo w
him with a double role: not only did he bring the pagan tradition to its culmination,
but h e als o served as the mediato r o f classica l dream research for both th e Middl e
Ages and modern times .

The work' s five extant books16 display a unique linkage of theory and practice,
and, a s one woul d hop e fro m a  good textbook , Artemidoru s presents, en passant,
a profil e o f the perfec t drea m interpreter . Book s 1  and 2  focus o n th e theoretica l
implications o f dream interpretation , foliowe d by a  catalogue o f dream element s
and their possible contextualization. Artemidorus's enumeration follow s the orde r
of human life : h e begin s with th e drea m image "birth " and end s with th e imag e
of "death." Books 3  and 4 are an answer to thos e who foun d faul t wit h the first
two book s bu t als o contai n supplement s t o an d comment s o n th e lis t o f drea m
elements. I n Boo k 4  Artemidoru s attempt s a  synthesi s of th e precedin g books ;
independently o f special dream elements , he describes , on a  theoretical level , th e
logical connection between dream elements and waking life. Book 5  is of a differen t
nature, containing nearly 100 dreams and their "fulfillment" a s exercises in analogy
for th e drea m apprentice.

The Oneirocritica —the onl y extan t work o f ancien t dream interpretation17—
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has ha d a n astonishin g reception . Preserve d afte r th e paga n period i n numerou s
Byzantine manuscripts and Arabic translations, i t was considered, fro m it s wide-
spread Latin translation in the Renaissance dow n to the eighteenth century, as the
most exemplar y scientifi c stud y o f dreams . I t wa s on e o f th e firs t book s t o se e
print along with the Bible ; a  German editio n (1597 ) actuall y goes back to Philip p
Melanchthon.

One ca n distinguish roughly two lines of reception: O n on e hand, in Roman
Europe Artemidorus' s Oneirocritica  wa s transmitte d i n th e for m o f epitomes , a s
excerpts for household use ; many o f the drea m book s stil l circulating in Ital y can
be traced back to these texts. The y reduce the Greek author' s highly complicate d
interpretative syste m t o standar d symboli c meaning s an d leav e ou t hi s genera l
observations concernin g drea m formation . Bu t th e Oneirocritica  als o continued t o
be consulte d by dream theorist s and serious investigators well int o the eighteent h
century; we must not judge Artemidorus's work only in terms of popular reception .
Despite the new approach of experimental drea m research and its accomplishments,
even Freu d i n hi s Interpretation  o f Dreams  (1900 ) spok e o f hi s ancien t predecesso r
as a n important , i f unscientific, all y of hi s own method. 21

Following thi s rathe r ambivalen t evaluation , th e approac h t o Artemidoru s i n
the secondary literature has frequently, and fatally, been linked t o psychoanalytical
dream interpretation . I t seems to me, in general , tha t in evaluating Artemidorus,
much depend s o n the observer' s intention o r ideological stance . Both th e experi -
ence of resentful discussion s and th e reaction s to various lectures I have delivere d
on ancien t dream theory hav e convinced m e that more is at stake here than eithe r
Freud or Artemidorus—namely, th e question whether the interpretation of dreams,
particulary Freud's , i s really a  serious field of research. In thi s context th e ancien t
approach o f divination i s not considere d fo r it s own sak e but i s rather misused fo r
the sak e of assessing or disqualifying modern dream interpretation , the statement s
ranging from "all said before, nothing new" t o "pure superstition" (th e latter being
either continue d o r overcom e b y Freud) .

In fact , Artemidoru s woul d b e a s out o f place in ou r centur y a s Freud woul d
be in classica l antiquity. Fro m ou r vantag e point, thei r respectiv e concept s o f the
world ar e completed models , whic h w e ca n neither ad d to no r subtrac t from. A
high degree of sensitivity to differences between periods and cultures is consequently
required here : w e nee d t o mak e allowances , sine  ir a et studio, fo r th e discreditin g
of manti c praxi s i n late r times , whil e alway s keeping i n min d tha t ou r sens e o f
this praxis has been distorte d by the modes t numbe r o f ancient testimonie s a t ou r
disposal. Frequently , our understanding o f what actually took place is only superfi-
cial, sinc e a hasty identification with present-day esoteri c practices interferes with
a balanced estimation. But i n classical antiquity divination ha d an entirely differen t
significance than at present. It would be too eas y to dismiss it—under the influence
of Christianity o r the natural sciences—simply as a form of superstition, particularly
in an effort t o formulate a  history of mentalities pertaining to dreams and dreaming.

To evaluat e Artemidorus's achievement, w e nee d first to accep t divination as
a nonnegotiabl e basi s for hi s pursuit of knowledge an d the n t o tak e int o account



726 Mediterranean : Classica l an d Late Antiquity

the intended goal s of the Oneirooitica.  In any event i t serves no purpos e t o simply
point, condescendingly , t o th e manti c contex t o f Artemidorus's insights into th e
essence of dreams, in order to demonstrat e their unscientific o r nonserious nature.

The mor e comple x aspect s o f divination—which i s the attemp t t o investigat e
the connection s underlyin g fat e an d th e cosmo s throug h natura l an d artificia l
means—constituted both a n ancient mode fo r mastering life an d a  way of gaining
knowledge o r insight that, in th e contex t o f its time, ca n in no wa y be dismissed
as irrational ; a t most , i t migh t b e considere d extrarational . Al l discipline s o f
divination—whether readin g intestines, augury (observing bird flights) , o r palmo-
critics (readin g the lines in the hands)—ar e founded on a n extreme determinism .
The diviner s believed tha t the cours e of fate , whic h a  divine powe r ha s planne d
in minute detail, is manifest in recognizable fashion in a cosmic sympatheia running
through al l parts of the world, an d that through observation and investigation, fat e
can be made predictable to a  certain degree. These discipline s lay claim to solvin g
the riddl e o f the futur e b y reading the world' s phenomen a a s a text—one eithe r
conveying direc t statement s about th e futur e o r makin g indirec t suggestion s o f
events to come . Artemidorus's interpretation of dreams is thus not simpl y a means
of prognosi s (explainin g future , past , an d presen t events ) bu t als o a n imposin g
reservoir of knowledge abou t things of the world and their interdependence; thu s
his hermeneutic explanatio n of the world has its rightful place alongside the natural
sciences.23

Of course not all amateur or professional dream interpreters had the far-reaching
ambitions of Artemidorus or the Stoics , who eve n integrated divinatio n into their
philosophical system. But Artemidorus should not be measured against the standards
of the harioli  impudentes, 24 wh o mad e a fortune by deceiving credulous clients. No r
is a  rehabilitation of Artemidorus a s a "scientist" necessary , a t leas t in th e presen t
essay; tha t woul d involv e th e questio n o f what "science " is , a problem alie n t o
the ancient s in such a form. All we can  do is  to listen to Artemidorus himsel f and
to what he has to say about his obsessive investigation into dreaming (OC 1 , pref):

I .. . hav e not only taken special pains to procure every book on the interpretation
of dreams, bu t hav e consorte d fo r man y year s with th e much-despise d diviner s
of the marketplace. People who assum e a holier-than-thou countenance and who
arch thei r eyebrow s i n a  superio r wa y dismis s the m a s beggars, charlatans , an d
buffoons, bu t I  have ignored thei r disparagement . Rather , i n th e differen t citie s
of Greec e an d a t great religiou s gatherings  i n tha t country , i n Asia , i n Ital y an d
in th e larges t an d mos t populou s o f the islands , I  have patientl y listene d t o ol d
dreams an d thei r consequences . Fo r ther e wa s no othe r possibl e wa y i n whic h
to ge t practice in thes e matters .

At th e en d o f Book 3  Artemidorus add s th e following : " I hav e thu s i n ever y
respect passed through th e schoo l of experience, since I  undertook nothin g othe r
than dedicatin g myself t o drea m interpretation , day an d night. " Thi s lifelon g
theoretical an d practica l occupatio n wit h dream s enabled Artemidorus to writ e
the Oneirocritica,  a  systematic textboo k o f dream interpretation . The wor k show s
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a highl y secularize d approac h t o th e topic , an d a  clai m t o enlightenmen t tha t
should no t b e underestimated . Lik e al l diviners, Artemidoru s want s t o alleviat e
the fear s o f men an d women , wh o canno t forese e th e cours e o f thei r lives . I n
addition h e want s to purg e drea m interpretation o f its occult o r mysti c tinge an d
lift i t up t o th e standar d of an applied science . But i t seems to me tha t in striving
for knowledge an d fo r a  rational penetration o f hi s subject, Artemidorus goe s far
beyond manti c drea m interpretation. H e has higher goals , namely, the explanatio n
of dreams , drea m types , dream formation , an d th e possibilitie s for usin g dreams;
moreover, he i s engaged, a s well, in a  struggle to adequatel y describe hi s findings.

When the Oneirocritica  is compared with later dream books such as the Somnium
Danielis,25 th e independenc e o f it s descriptive an d linguisti c taxonom y become s
evident. Artemidoru s ha d to find a  language appropriate to hi s subject, tha t is, the
connection betwee n dream s and the waking world . Thi s involved evaluatin g and
presenting bot h th e drea m image s an d thei r potentia l realization s (empiricall y
collected material ) accordin g t o specifi c criteria . Neither th e languag e o f poetry
nor philosophica l terminolog y wa s suite d fo r thi s purpose . Usin g philosophica l
terms, fo r instance , woul d hav e evoke d highl y specifi c concept s o f though t an d
made necessary a definition o f the particular meanings conveyed by specifi c terms .
Since constantly evoking such a theoretical framework was impracticable, Artemi-
dorus establishe d his own terminolog y o f differen t drea m type s (O C 1) . Beyond
this, he declared that he was not concerne d with a  philosophical approach , which
in an y even t wa s incapabl e o f solving th e "problem " o f dreams . Implici t i n hi s
choice o f language is both a  rejection an d a  reformulation o f methodological an d
theoretical procedures .

By evaluating dream narratives and following up his client's life history, Artemi-
dorus tried to find a logical connection betwee n th e dream world and the wakin g
world, i n orde r t o explai n th e image s o f th e nigh t an d rende r the m usefu l fo r
various ends. We ca n by no means reduce his method to setting up simple analogies
between dream elements and future events; rather, Artemidorus works with numer-
ous methodologica l extension s o f context , suc h a s the experience s an d emotion s
of his clients, and facts and concepts of the natural sciences, linguistics, and literature.
His dream interpretation i s not onl y based on cosmic determinism, bu t als o postu-
lates the uniqueness of every single dream, since it is influenced by the life , character,
education, an d so on, o f the dreamer .

Since Artemidoru s opt s for a  traditio n of  drea m interpretatio n differentiate d
according t o th e typ e an d origi n o f th e dream , h e ha s to defin e hi s domai n o f
research through th e evaluation and classification o f all sorts of dreams—includin g
those which cannot be used for prognosis. Artemidorus tried to find a methodologi-
cal approach to dreams , which , whil e adapting itself to eac h individua l case , was
by its nature repeatable an d verifiable. H e thu s took accoun t o f the exigencie s o f
a fiel d o f researc h tha t w e migh t ter m "th e drea m an d it s place in huma n life" ;
this mean t reconcilin g hypotheses about drea m formatio n with other s abou t th e
effects an d contextualization of dreams in the waking state. The dream , understood
as both a  collective and an individual, intrapsychic and physiological phenomenon,
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together wit h it s interpretation, take s it s place (t o us e present-day terminology )
somewhere betwee n th e natura l and the cultura l sciences . The drea m canno t b e
seen independentl y o f the dreamin g subject ; neither a  specifi c drea m imag e no r
the capacit y to remembe r dream s can be stimulate d i n a n experimenta l situation .
Therefore, the dream researcher has to have recourse to his own dream experiences
as wel l a s to thos e o f others , wit h th e provis o tha t translatin g th e drea m image s
into language only produces secondhand information concernin g the actual, unob-
servable process . The neutral , professiona l service o f drea m interpretation , base d
on a  demystifie d divination , provide s th e standardize d condition s tha t scientific
distance requires ; simultaneously , i t furnishe s th e necessar y numbe r o f research
objects. For this reason, the fact that Artemidorus does not perform any experiments
does no t impl y a  lack of scientifi c standards . It rather suggests that his approach is
not onl y linke d wit h th e natura l sciences bu t i s at th e sam e tim e a  hermeneutic
one. Comparison s wit h th e natura l science s or medicin e ought , then , no t t o b e
turned a  prior i t o Artemidorus' s disfavor: 26 i n regar d t o th e junctur e o f theor y
with practica l application , th e praxi s o f drea m interpretatio n take s th e plac e o f
empirical studie s an d experiments . W e ca n observ e a  similia r procedur e i n th e
empirical schoo l o f medicine o f Artemidorus's time .

Medicine and dream interpretatio n ar e circumstantial sciences that cannot gai n
direct acces s t o th e phenomen a the y ar e concerne d with . The y mus t rel y o n
symptoms, clues , small signs, and inferences, juxtaposed and connecte d accordin g
to a  specifi c hypothesi s concerning thei r meaning . T o b e sure , this observatio n
applies equally to Freud' s psychoanalytic interpretation o f dreams. From thi s van -
tage, granted th e ver y differen t contexts , th e interpretativ e method s o f Freud an d
Artemidorus gai n a  certai n proximity . A  detaile d descriptio n o f thi s proximity ,
particularly manifes t in th e praxi s o f interpretation, i s the focu s o f th e followin g
discussion—doubtless an abrupt change of scene, impossible withou t a foreshorten-
ing o f perspective.

Artemidorus an d Freu d

Today drea m researc h i s no longe r base d o n a  typology o f dreams . Instead , w e
observe a  preference fo r monisti c explanator y models . Th e stud y o f dream s i s
still concerned with the same fundamental topics as in classical antiquity: the origin
and interpretability of dreams, or put more neutrally, the significance of dreaming .
Experimental drea m researc h an d psychoanalytica l drea m interpretation , under -
stood not a s contrary but a s complementary approaches , treat the subject in differen t
ways.

Experimental drea m research seeks to track down the origins of dream formation
in the brain and to map out the physiology of dreaming. Suc h physiological research
is no t intereste d in th e impressio n a dream can mak e o n a n individual , inducing
its interpretation or narration . Once th e conclusio n was reached that dreaming is
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primarily a  physiological phenomenon , th e questio n o f its sense and meanin g fo r
humans in th e wakin g stat e seemed pointless .

In his Interpretation o f Dreams, published in 1900 , Sigmun d Freu d took a position
completely oppose d t o tha t o f stric t natura l science , predominan t i n th e lat e
nineteenth century ; he also rejected the appraisal—prevalen t in intellectual circles
at leas t since Romanticism—o f dream s a s a  means  fo r reachin g insigh t beyon d
Enlightenment rationalism . Awar e o f hi s ow n achievement s an d hi s status as an
outsider, he took a  step back from the contemporary scientifi c stance, thus drawing
close t o th e impartialit y an d speculative curiosity o f the paga n dream interpreter s
(based in folk belief, from his perspective), who considere d dreams to be fundamen-
tally interpretabl e structures . But i n a  brilliant reapplicatio n o f th e discoverie s of
his age , Freu d connecte d thi s insight with th e explanator y mode l o f the natura l
sciences, thus going beyond divination , Christia n morals , and natural science. H e
overcame the determinism o f both divination an d Christian eschatology , replacing
them with the determinism o f the human psyche. This concept mark s the greatest
difference between Freu d and ancient theory: on one side, messages from the gods;
on th e other , th e "message " fro m the Unconscious . I t i s Freud's contributio n t o
the Enlightenmen t tha t th e Unconsciou s i s not conceive d a s an exterio r power ,
like th e pagan gods or fate (o r the Christia n God) , but i s rather located withi n th e
human being . It  is,  however , not  so  readil y perceptibl e as  to  hav e outgrow n
the numinous , bu t i n fac t operate s as an eminence gris e tha t even determines th e
existence o f the prou d Ego , s o very sure o f its rationality, i n it s waking state . In
this respect the Unconscious certainly has, once again, a divine o r demonic charac -
ter, because in Freud' s schem a the Eg o i s still very much decentered . I n plac e o f
a generall y vali d cours e o f fate , ther e i s the fat e o f th e individua l psyche, no t s o
entirely unalterable , but a t least as pitiless as the gods .

In the setting of a psychoanalytic cure, dream interpretation ca n be understoo d
as an entree t o th e patient' s unconscious processes , but i t is clearly distinguishable
as an individual elemen t i n psychoanalyti c technique—i n fac t a s the cor e o r seed
of analysi s itself . Th e interpretatio n take s plac e i n conversatio n an d interactio n
between analys t and client . Bu t o n a  metatheoretica l level , Freu d als o include d
hypotheses from natural science concerning th e origi n o f dreams an d the mecha -
nisms of their formation. By this methodological marriag e of scientific an d herme-
neutic approaches, Freud hoped to prove that "a dream turns out to be a meaningful
psychic structure , with it s appropriate place in th e mind' s wakin g activity," 30 bu t
also that, on a more abstract plane, its interpretation allowed conclusion s concerning
the operatio n o f the entir e psychi c apparatus . For Freu d th e laten t conten t o f a
dream is always wish fulfillmen t (o r its opposite), which i s encoded b y th e drea m
work, eve n if the manifes t dream image point s to other , les s important meanings .
He sa w scientific progres s precisely i n thi s rigorous reductio n t o on e explanatio n
of the laten t dream content .

In every respect, worlds separate Freud, the founder of modern nonexperimenta l
dream interpretation , from Artemidorus , the theoris t o f dream divination . The y
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do not shar e the same cultural background, and their relationship certainl y canno t
be define d in term s o f "classica l antiquity a s the forerunne r o f modernity. " Thi s
is particularl y so sinc e Freud' s direc t contac t wit h Artemidoru s appear s to hav e
been modest , an d numerou s transformation s in intellectua l histor y too k plac e in
the centurie s between them . Still , w e shoul d no t judg e a  compariso n betwee n
these drea m interpreter s as pointless31 just becaus e o f thei r differen t intellectua l
contexts, since this would depriv e us of precious insight into the drea m phenome-
non itself . I n fact , state d provocatively , Freu d an d Artemidoru s both discovere d
a comparabl e approac h t o dreams , which take s int o accoun t th e natur e o f th e
phenomenon a s well as the possibilit y of its investigation. This tell s u s somethin g
about th e drea m a s a n objec t o f research , which , fro m th e perspectiv e o f th e
researcher, has remained relatively stable. A consequence of this continuity i s that
a typology o f dream interpreters (or dream researchers) could be established . And,
indeed, ther e ar e remarkabl e parallel s not onl y betwee n th e preface s t o Freud' s
and Artemidorus's books on dreams, but also in the general tenor of their arguments.
The vaguenes s o f wha t i s bein g investigate d drive s bot h o f the m t o a  sobe r
meticulousness, systematization , an d rationalizatio n a s counterweight s t o th e
dreams' fantasti c an d enigmati c qualities . Neither Artemidoru s no r Freu d sho w
any interest in th e manifes t dream images (thos e pictures and sensations that arise
while dreaming); both take them simpl y as starting points fo r interpretation , o r as
bearers o f a  message not identica l with th e visua l images.32 Both o f them fashio n
themselves as dream interpreters par excellence; their argumentation thus sometimes
reveals an almost unbearable dogmatism. Perhaps their truth claims can be explained
in thi s way: sinc e the drea m a s an individual product nonetheles s remains strange
and mysteriou s eve n t o th e dreamer , an d sinc e man y empiricall y unconfirme d
explanations have already been suggested , they believed that the mystery required
a solution , onc e an d fo r all.

The differenc e i n perspectiv e between Freu d an d Artemidoru s i s a resul t no t
of the objec t o f their research , but o f their differin g sociocultura l contexts—tha t
is, o f the significanc e dream s had in thei r respective societies. Freud removed th e
dream from th e experimenta l laboratorie s of the natura l scientists and put i t back
into a doubtless narrow context o f interpretation—the setting of the psychoanalytic
cure. He stake s no claim s to a special social function for his interpretation of dreams
(I am not referrin g to psychoanalysis in genera l and its possible wider applications).
This contex t als o determine d th e choic e o f client s fo r drea m interpretation —
individuals who ha d to cop e wit h short - o r long-term psychi c o r psychosomati c
problems, were members of the Viennese middle an d upper classes , and had hopes
for a n improvement i n or explanation of their problems. Freud , however, claime d
a general human relevance for his ideas, because, on the one hand, certain phenom-
ena were simpl y more manifes t in the neurotic s he examine d tha n in the average
neurotic huma n being ; on the othe r hand , he though t h e had an objective foi l t o
the clinicall y derive d materia l i n hi s ow n self-analysis , whic h actuall y wa s th e
nucleus o f Th e Interpretation  o f Dreams.33

If we tak e Artemidorus's word fo r it , hi s clientel e were no t member s o f an y
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particular social group, nor di d he focus primarily on people wh o wer e physically
ill or thos e wit h manifes t psychopathologica l symptoms. Th e chie f aim for thos e
using his services was certainly not self-knowledg e o r self-realization. We actually
discover amon g the m th e entir e spectru m o f his contemporary society , since for
many people the various disciplines of divination had the status of a psychohygienic
"technique fo r existence" (Foucault). Because there are no extant authentic records
from clients , w e ca n onl y speculat e a s t o wh y drea m interpretatio n possessed
such long-lastin g popularity . Probabl y th e interpreter' s succes s rat e wa s o f least
importance. Along with an interpretation of the dream, those who consulte d dream
interpreters or other masters of prognosis perhaps needed help in making a decision
or wante d t o gai n contro l o f contingen t events , o r relie f fro m hope s an d fears ,
which make s sense in a time o f poor medica l care and risks connected with travel.
Many of the interpretations do, indeed, concern the state of health or life expectancy
of a client o r someon e else. 34 I n Artemidorus' s time , an y decision wa s apparently
preferable t o none . Possibly , a n unusua l dream wa s a  catalyst , or a t least offere d
an opportunity for those not accustomed to self-reflection t o talk about themselves
with someon e else . Perhaps it was , then, not ver y important i f a prognosis actually
came true . Significantly , Artemidorus himsel f did no t se e the drea m interpreter' s
primary functio n in th e ac t of interpretation itself . Thus in hi s description o f th e
dream image "diviner , drea m interpreter " (O C 3 , 21 ; of. 2, 20) , we lear n tha t

if a  man dream s tha t h e ha s become a  prophet and ha s been celebrate d for hi s
predictions, h e wil l have experienc e in man y areas an d wil l tak e upon himself ,
in additio n to hi s own anxieties , thos e o f others . Fo r th e prophe t is concerned
not onl y with hi s own troubles , bu t als o wit h thos e tha t ar e o f no concer n to
him, th e trouble s brought to hi m by th e peopl e who see k hi s advice.

Artemidorus apparently kept in contact with his clients beyond the actual consulta-
tion; man y o f them als o seem t o hav e consulte d hi m mor e tha n onc e o n thei r
own initiative .

In spite of their different presuppositions, the object of research is fundamentally
similar for both Freud and Artemidorus—another person' s dream narrations. They
not onl y interpre t thes e in a  particular setting fo r the sak e o f the client , bu t als o
evaluate the m t o promot e thei r ow n research . Some methodologica l difficultie s
result from this situation. For on e thing , a s in an y science based on evidence , th e
two researcher s have t o d o wit h a  reflected imag e o f the phenomeno n the y ar e
examining. Th e narratio n o f a dream does not reproduc e th e dream' s incoheren t
thought processes in pure form. When dream images, usually consisting of pictures,
are transformed into language, the interprete r i s already working wit h a  mediated
and rationalized construct. Its conciseness depends, o f course, on th e competenc e
and credibilit y of the narrator . To thi s we shoul d add that drea m interpretation is
a specia l cas e o f interpretin g text s o r literature , whic h mean s tha t al l problems
inherent i n th e latte r ar e problems of dream interpretation as well—above all the
variety of meanings individual texts can have, or the dependence of interpretations
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on the perspective of the interpreter. Actually both researchers describe the relation-
ship between drea m tex t and the meaning behin d i t with concepts borrowed fro m
rhetoric o r poetics, an d both interpre t dream s through th e language o f narration .
Artemidorus define s the significan t dream a s allegorikos, thereby evoking , fro m th e
start, the discrepancy between surfac e and deeper meanings; in Freud's vocabulary,
mechanisms o f drea m wor k suc h a s "condensation," "displacement, " an d s o on ,
can be linke d t o metaphor , metonymy , an d othe r tropes .

For both researchers , the research situation, which is not completely predictabl e
and i s subject to disturbances , requires backing u p interpretation s tha t necessarily
vary from client to clien t by exploring th e dream s of many people ; i t also require s
balancing an apparent arbitrariness with consistentl y available hypotheses concern-
ing th e meanin g o f th e dream . Sinc e bot h se e dream s a s something concernin g
the entir e huma n being , a  simple drea m narration , fo r exampl e i n writte n form ,
is sufficien t fo r neither : thei r method s cal l for a  situational, individua l evaluatio n
of th e dreame r a s well a s for a  supraindividua l hypothesi s o f interpretation . Fo r
Freud, a  constan t revision  o f researc h result s an d th e stead y perfectio n o f th e
consultant's art are defined in the juncture of research and treatment; in Artemidor-
us's cas e there i s a similar linkage betwee n researc h an d consulting .

Both researchers introduce th e communicative situatio n into thei r deliberation s
as a t onc e th e sourc e o f insigh t an d th e mediu m o f it s application . Wherea s
Artemidorus simply advises dream interpreters to take heed o f their own spontane -
ous evaluatio n o f th e clien t an d hi s situatio n (a s a for m o f implici t professiona l
knowledge), Freud , i n th e studie s followin g hi s Interpretation  o f Dreams,  enlarge s
the principle o f directly observing the researcher (that is, usually, himself), resulting
in th e concep t o f transference—a concep t that , however , n o longe r represent s a
specific featur e o f dream interpretatio n pe r se. 36

Freud saw neither th e transferenc e nor th e fundamentum inconcussum  of psycho -
analysis, the Unconscious, a s the major difference between hi s method of interpreta -
tion and that of Artemidorus; the distinction lay rather in the setting of communica -
tion, whic h i n psychoanalysi s i s dominated b y th e patient' s associations . I n th e
survey of dream literature, which was added to the fourth edition o f the Interpretation
(1914), Freu d state d that Artemidoru s explaine d hi s clients' dream s without an y
input o n thei r par t (somethin g whic h ca n be sai d about Freud' s ow n alternativ e
method o f interpretatio n b y symbols , develope d unde r Jung' s influence) . Bu t a
careful reading of the Oneirocritica,  apparently known to Freud only from secondar y
sources suc h a s Biichsenschutz's Traum  un d Traumdeutung  i m Alterthume,  38 reveals
a differen t story : Artemidorus' s interpretation s too k plac e i n a  partl y structure d
conversation, withi n whic h th e clien t ha d t o contribut e t o th e evaluatio n o f the
dream b y no t holdin g bac k certai n necessar y information . Th e interprete r too k
both th e motif s an d element s o f th e drea m i n questio n an d th e rea l lif e o f th e
dreamer as coordinates of the conversation. Although h e might seem to lose contact
with the manifest dream image by the sequence of associations or the interpretation
of individual elements, he alway s ha d t o reappl y his result s t o th e dua l system of
dreamer an d drea m image.39
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For the sak e o f better definin g thi s relationship , Artemidoru s proposes , i n th e
theoretical portio n o f the Oneirocritica,  some question s mean t t o serv e a s the basi s
for exploring every drea m image . I n part, thes e concern th e classification of dream s
and their concrete significance in the lif e an d future o f the dreamer . But the y also
concern the natur e an d number o f event s t o whic h th e drea m ca n be related . I t
is clea r fro m th e followin g exampl e (O C 4 , 30) tha t th e interprete r ha s collected
information abou t th e clien t an d sorte d i t ou t b y usin g hi s professional expertise ,
in orde r to arriv e a t an interpretation :

Many dream s come tru e for those whose character s ar e similar to th e dreamer' s
and fo r hi s bloo d relative s and namesakes . Fo r example , a  woma n wh o ha d a
husband dreamt that she was married to another man. Since her husband was not
sick, th e drea m di d no t signif y tha t sh e woul d bur y hi m an d b e fre e t o marr y
another man . Sinc e th e woma n di d no t hav e anythin g for sale , th e drea m di d
not signif y tha t she, like a  bride, woul d sig n a  contract . Since her daughte r was
not ye t ready for marriage , i t did no t mea n tha t she would giv e he r i n marriage
and, in this way, see not hersel f but he r daughte r married to anothe r man. Sinc e
she was not sick , the drea m did not porten d he r death . Fo r marriag e and death
signify on e anothe r becaus e the circumstance s surrounding bot h a  marriage an d
a funera l ar e similar . She ha d a  sister , however , wit h th e sam e name , wh o wa s
sick a t the tim e an d who died . An d s o what woul d hav e happened t o her , had
she been sick , happened t o he r siste r whose nam e was the same .

Artemidorus di d no t den y tha t i n man y case s it wa s nothing bu t th e drea m
interpreter's intuitio n tha t connecte d the drea m with its fulfillment, possibly only
after i t ha d actuall y occurre d (of . OC 3 , 64) . Ye t h e coul d no t arriv e a t even th e
simplest conclusions , includin g even th e primar y distinction between a significant
and an insignificant dream , withou t the hel p o f his clients, wh o ha d to giv e awa y
very intimat e detail s of their lives. Sometimes , however, the interprete r became a
voyeur in hi s own interes t (O C 4 , 59) :

You mus t examine closely , moreover, th e habit s of men befor e the dream , tha t
is, yo u mus t carefull y inquir e int o them . An d i f yo u ar e unabl e t o fin d ou t
anything definit e from thei r ow n mouths , yo u shoul d pu t the m asid e fo r th e
present an d find ou t abou t the m fro m othe r people , s o that yo u wil l no t mak e
a mistake.

For example , someon e dream t tha t h e practice d fellatio with hi s own wife .
Another man , moreover, dream t that his wife practice d fellatio with him . Eve n
after a  long time , non e o f th e thing s tha t ar e signifie d b y a  fellatio dream, an d
which ordinaril y happen t o othe r men , actuall y happened to eithe r o f them. .  . .
Some time later , I discovered that both o f the men were in the habit of practicing
fellatio an d o f havin g mouth s tha t wer e no t clean . An d s o i t wa s natura l tha t
nothing happened to them. For they were simply seeing the objects that ordinarily
aroused thei r passions .

The dream , i n Freud' s view , i s totally determined . A s a  consequenc e h e ha s
to rel y o n th e patient' s cooperatio n t o defin e th e context s evoke d b y th e drea m
or individua l dream elements . Thi s is particularly manifest in th e interpretatio n o f
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the Irm a dream , whic h wa s par t o f hi s self-analysis. 40 Onl y afte r h e ha s give n a
very detailed report about the circumstances of the dream and the parallels between
waking lif e an d drea m experience , a s fa r a s h e ca n recal l them , doe s h e offe r
an explanatio n o f th e dream' s laten t content . Th e othe r cas e studie s fro m hi s
psychoanalytic practic e als o sho w tha t th e analyst , followin g specifi c guidelines ,
interrogated the dreamer about the differences an d similarities between th e wakin g
world and the dream experience. Structurally, this procedure corresponds to Artemi-
dorus's distinction between allegorica l and meaningless dreams, but als o to settin g
the drea m i n differen t context s o f the wakin g worl d i n orde r t o defin e it s latent
content. Particularl y afte r hi s introduction o f the symbo l a s a second pillar o f th e
interpretative process, in the fourth edition of the Interpretation,  Freud also confronts
his client s with definit e interpretations. On e migh t wel l as k if Freud's statemen t
that h e mad e drea m interpretatio n th e client' s tas k shoul d b e accepte d onl y i n
qualified form—o r eve n i f it i s mainly a n idea l hardl y realizabl e in practice . But
here th e answe r rest s with th e psychoanalysts.

For bot h Freu d an d Artemidorus , th e structur e underlyin g th e formalize d
conversation i s constructed of implicitly o r explicitl y expresse d hypothese s abou t
the formation and composition o f dreams: in practice, however, thes e are degraded
to a  metatheor y (o r metapsychology) , whic h canno t b e constantl y referre d to .
Resting partl y o n persona l empirica l observatio n o r o n complicate d hypothese s
derived empirically , a s well as from the tradition of research, this structure embodies
the basi c assumption of any dream interpretation: tha t beneath the surfac e o f often
bizarre, senseless, or even apparently unequivocal dream images, other signification s
may be hidden. Such an approach, however, rest s necessarily on a complex sequence
of presuppositions. In regard to thes e we can distinguish three differen t categories:
(1) the stimuli from which dreams originate; (2) the material that is being processed;
and (3 ) the mechanism s processin g the materia l into th e manifes t drea m image .

In the Oneirocritica  Artemidorus describes in detai l only the "allegorical " drea m
image. H e doe s not conten d tha t a god (o r another powe r o f destiny) delivers the
message i n th e wa y th e dreame r receive s it . Rather , h e state s tha t th e wor k o f
formation i s achieve d exclusivel y b y th e sou l (O C 1 , 2) , whic h serve s a s th e
recipient of an external code o r stimulus (whatever its nature my be). Nevertheless,
each individual soul transmutes the messag e in a  different fashio n accordin g to lif e
circumstances, th e surroundin g culture , an d th e dreamer' s leve l o f learning. Fo r
Artemidorus, in converting the message into specia l images the sou l plays the rol e
of a censor. In contrast to Freud , this censorship has a positive connotation: drea m
messages are coded in order to prompt reflection in the dreamers about themselves
and thei r place in the world . Here , a s with Freud , th e drea m i s simultaneously an
object of  interpretation (as  a text) and an interpretation of  the interpreter-dreame r
(but this , in fact , hold s true fo r almos t every sor t o f dream interpretation) .

Despite th e externa l source of the stimulus , for Artemidoru s the drea m i s still
fundamentally a n intrapsychic phenomenon. Fo r thi s reason the encodin g process
can be reconstructed to a  certain extent , with the client' s help, and by comparison
with thing s an d event s i n th e wakin g world . Artemidoru s readil y concedes that
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he doe s no t kno w th e fina l origi n o f thes e interconnection s an d tha t ther e ar e
some factor s o f uncertainty, such as the precis e time o r number of the anticipated
events. The interpreter' s insufficien t talen t o r lack of knowledge ca n be additiona l
factors. Contrar y t o wha t many modern critics have asserted, such a confession of
limitations i s a sign no t o f Artemidorus's incompetence , bu t o f the integrit y o f a
researcher honestly intereste d in hi s subject.

In th e histor y o f drea m interpretation , Artemidorus' s approac h occupie s a n
intermediate positio n betwee n antiquit y an d moder n times . Takin g recours e t o
the traditio n of dream interpretation , h e present s a  typology o f dreams according
to their stimuli, in which he defines precisely the central subject of the Oneirocritica —
allegorical dreams, which ca n be used to predict th e future . Accordin g t o his own
account, he wrote other treatises—regrettably not extant—on all dream types evoked
by various stimuli. Despite his vast and differentiated knowledg e o f dreams, he offer s
only rudiments of a comprehensive theory o f dream formation; nor does he explor e
what Freu d would late r cal l the "psychi c apparatus " more deepl y tha n is necessary
for hi s typology . Bu t eve n i f a  typolog y o f dream s ha s onl y a  moderat e scientifi c
status, i n his description o f individual drea m types Artemidorus reache s the leve l o f
general principles. For example , h e explain s that the meaningles s dreams of people
interested i n dream s an d thei r meanin g ar e subjec t t o similar , o r eve n identical ,
principles o f formation a s the allegorica l dream s o f othe r people , operatin g just as
much throug h encoding , condensation , an d displacement s (O C 4 , preface) . H e
might, o f course, have transferred this hypothesis as well to dreams caused by physical
or emotiv e stimulation . Artemidoru s als o observes that, in dreaming , onl y material
that the dreame r has received previousl y can be used for encoding—something, h e
explains, tha t ca n be observed i n the dream s of learned people (O C 4 , 59).

We might thus formulate matters as follows: Artemidorus developed a verifiable,
rational, an d systemati c research apparatus , taking into consideratio n probability ,
empiricism, th e result s of previous dream researchers , and a  general determinism .
This als o includes th e intuition s o f the interpreter , wh o play s a significant role in
the researc h situation, alon g wit h the willingness o f the clien t t o furnis h persona l
information. Thi s constellatio n o f subjectiv e an d objectiv e factor s preclude s th e
total petrificatio n o f research—a n eventualit y i n an y cas e inappropriat e t o th e
dream phenomenon , with it s shifting phase s and obviou s multivalence .

As suggested earlier, in its details the picture Artemidorus draws of the transfor-
mation o f the received message into a dream image show s certai n similarities with
Freud's "overseers" (Werkmeistern)  o f the "dream-work, " that is , "condensation, "
"displacement," an d "secondary elaboration." Bu t Artemidorus doe s not develo p
any general laws of psychic process, such as Freud's dream work, since on th e on e
hand h e i s presenting a  typology o f dreams , forme d accordin g t o differen t laws ,
and on the other , h e does not understan d dreaming a s a purely intrapsychic event.
Inasmuch a s Freud's reading o f Artemidoru s clearl y di d no t reac h down t o suc h
details, w e ca n assum e tha t wha t i s at work her e i s a structura l paralle l generated
by the natur e of the researc h object and by shared basic assumptions , for example,
the distinctio n between laten t content an d the manifes t drea m image .



136 Mediterranean : Classica l an d Lat e Antiquity

In hi s Interpretation  o f Dreams,  Freud lai d down genera l principles o f th e ac t o f
dreaming, whic h h e understoo d a s a model fo r th e proces s of th e entir e psychi c
apparatus. I n doin g so, he get s rid o f a  typology o f dreams an d postulate s instead
the equa l status of all dreams, al l formed b y the same mechanisms. Juxtaposed with
Artemidorus's typologica l model , Freud' s visio n naturall y appear s t o involv e a
more refine d an d differentiate d understandin g o f dreams . While i n hi s survey o f
dream stimul i an d drea m materia l Freu d hardl y goe s beyon d Artemidorus , hi s
concept o f drea m wor k (tha t is , th e interpla y o f mechanism s transformin g th e
material into th e structure of the manifes t dream) constitute s an original discovery .
Once deciphered , th e dream , a s a product o f the Unconscious , n o longe r appears
to be a rebus, but rathe r an organization of thoughts o r a story, its essential function
being to express a repressed wish or a number o f such wishes. The dream' s manifest
content no w simpl y presents a version, distorted b y th e censor , o f what i s actually
being expressed : fo r Freud , th e drea m conten t i s a translation o f drea m thought s
into another mod e of expression, whose seiniotic system and syntax can be learne d
through a  comparison wit h th e original .

Although Freud' s researc h hypothesi s addresse s the psychi c apparatu s i n it s
entirety, similaritie s with Artemidorus emerg e whe n he applie s his theories t o th e
practice o f psychoanalyti c technique : t o characteriz e th e drea m stimuli , Freu d
reverts t o a  typolog y o f drea m materials , whic h ar e responsibl e fo r th e dream' s
individual quality . For, according to hi s concept o f dream work , infantil e experi -
ences, recen t events , an d physica l an d sensor y stimulation , a s wel l a s timeles s
symbolic representations , are placed in a new contex t i n the manifes t dream image .
The laten t content o f a dream ca n only be discovere d b y explainin g the origi n o f
its materials.

But Artemidorus' s metho d o f drea m interpretatio n i s not simpl y base d o n a
typology o f dreams, their stimuli , and the materia l processed; it also sets the drea m
images an d thei r meaning s i n relatio n t o differen t context s o f the wakin g world .
An allegorica l drea m nee d no t exclusivel y concer n th e dreamer : Artemidoru s
knows othe r contextua l categories such a s political and cosmi c dreams , pointing
respectively to changes in political affairs o r to cosmic anomalies such as earthquakes
or tota l eclipse s of the sun .

Already i n th e 1950s , Miche l Foucaul t argue d i n hi s introductor y essa y t o
Binswanger's Trau m un d Existenz  tha t Freud' s explanatio n o f drea m activit y was
too narrow; i t is not enough t o explain the latent dream content exclusivel y in terms
of maske d wis h fulfillmen t (somethin g correspondin g roughl y t o Artemidorus' s
category o f emotiona l dreams) . I n a  muc h late r work , L e souci  d e soi,  Foucault
confirms thi s judgment o f psychoanalytical dream interpretation , thoug h withou t
explicitly mentionin g Freud . H e show s tha t Artemidoru s postulate s a  reciproca l
representation of things; for example, sexual intercourse in a dream does not merel y
denote sexuality, but ca n also be related to differen t context s not necessaril y related
directly t o th e dreamer . Freud , on th e othe r hand , suspect s sexua l fantasie s t o b e
hidden behind superficially innocen t activities performed in dreams , such a s eating
or flying ; an d thi s relation o f signification i s not reversible . A s Foucault' s German
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promoter Seitte r pu t i t aphoristically , playin g on a  famous phras e of Holderlin's ,
Foucault seems to consider Freud' s dream interpretation to be "die  richtige in durftiger
Zeit" ("th e righ t on e fo r scant/scarce times"). 42 This bo n mo t hardl y does justice
to Freud's importance, but neither does it speak to Artemidorus's accomplishment.43

The Gree k drea m researche r recognized th e drea m a s a biological , cultural ,
political, an d individual phenomenon . Hi s interpretations are distinctly bound u p
with hi s clients ' language , Greek ; th e meanin g o f th e drea m i s determine d b y
the surroundin g culture . Negativel y thi s mean s tha t neithe r th e Ontirocritica  no r
Artemidorus's metho d o f interpretatio n ca n clai m universa l validity . A t most ,
someone livin g i n a  non—Greek-speaking country, bu t wh o know s Greek , coul d
have use d Artemidorus' s theoretica l remarks ; h e coul d no t have translate d th e
enumeration o f dream element s schematically . Artemidorus was well awar e o f the
ethnocentric qualit y of his interpretation ( I use the ter m 'ethnocentric ' positively) .
He even proposes a way to overcome it , advising the apprentice in dream interpreta-
tion to acquain t himself thoroughly wit h the manner s and mores, flora and fauna ,
and s o forth, of the countr y wher e h e wishe s to practic e (O C 4 , 4) . Only in thi s
way coul d h e lear n t o defin e th e connectio n betwee n drea m imag e an d futur e
event, alway s keeping in mind that the individua l dreame r i s a determining factor ,
as well . An d sinc e al l such contexts hav e a n influenc e on th e dream' s formation ,
the dream, inversely, can furnish information about contexts, in reciprocal interrela -
tionship: in th e dream , th e dreame r mirror s th e variou s contexts—cosmos , state ,
family, circl e o f friends—to which h e i s bound.

Freud does not conside r social and cultural factors when he says there is nothing
more egoistic , anarchic , an d asocial than th e dream . Since , fo r the mos t part , he
defines the effect o f the dream within th e framework of the entire psychic apparatus,
he believe s that hi s hypotheses can be applie d t o th e dream s o f all human beings,
whatever their culture , period, an d language. That in fact dream languag e depends
on the language and culture of the corresponding waking world was something first
recognized b y thos e psychoanalyst s forced t o emigrat e t o non—German-speaking
countries during the Third Reich. 45 Although Freu d was fully awar e of the variety
of materia l from whic h th e manifes t drea m imag e i s formed (th e day' s residues,
memories store d u p bu t inaccessibl e in th e wakin g state , physica l stimuli, an d so
forth), h e invariabl y see s th e dream' s deepe r sense , its latent content, a s a hidde n
wish fulfillmen t o r it s contrary . Give n thes e limits, he n o longe r take s notice o f
the dream' s rol e a s an importan t mod e o f processing rea l life , influenced , amon g
other factors , precisel y by th e socia l and cultura l life o f the dreamer .

In Artemidorus' s ope n syste m o f interpretation , drea m narrative s draw clos e
to the mode of sociological evidence that—lik e literature or jokes—can be exam-
ined a s mirroring o r assimilatin g social processes. Although thi s was certainly not
Artemidorus's aim , hi s work a t leas t allow s fo r thi s option . Bu t investigation s of
this kin d ar e rare even i n ou r time . I  know o f two examples : in Da s Dritte  Reich
des Traumes, 46 Charlott e Beradt portrays the proces s b y which , befor e it s eventua l
triumph, Nationa l Socialism' s totalitarian syste m gradually made it s way into th e
citizenry's dream world. An d Ullric h Ahrens has recently completed a  "secondary
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analysis of literature," mean t t o examin e th e drea m an d it s sozialization from an
intercultural perspective . Thi s stud y evaluate s all the ethnographi c dat a available
on dreams ; "socialization " mean s the wa y the drea m is treated by a  specific ethni c
group o r culture .

Epilogue

Set against the experimental drea m research now being conducted i n Zurich under
the guidanc e o f Inge Strauch,48 the method s o f dream interpretatio n propose d b y
both Freud and Artemidorus seem to be of only historical interest. This , however ,
allows u s in tur n t o reevaluat e both Freu d an d Artemidoru s i n a  manner tha t is
free o f bias . I t i s i n an y cas e strikin g tha t th e lates t methodologica l approac h
combines experimenta l researc h with interviewing th e dreamers . This procedure ,
combining psycholog y and physiology, tries to verify hypothese s about the forma -
tion o f dreams experimentally . Measurement s o f brain waves are juxtaposed with
a precis e evaluation o f dream images and o f the material s that see m t o constitut e
them. Th e criteri a o f classificatio n correspon d t o a  remarkably hig h degre e wit h
those i n Artemidorus—th e socia l statu s o f th e dreamer , a  compariso n o f drea m
and waking worlds , an d s o on .

As th e startin g point fo r furthe r wor k o n th e meanin g o f dreams , w e agai n
have recours e t o a  drea m typology , i n whic h specifi c effect s shapin g dream s ar e
studied along with clearl y observable functions o f the drea m for the wakin g state:
problem solving , inspirational dreaming , anxiet y dreams, wish dreams , and so on .
Being more rigorously oriented toward the dream phenomenon itself and its phases,
this mode of dream research comes very close to Artemidorian drea m interpretation
in its potential openness, though ther e is, of course, no question o f direct influence.

Still, fo r th e tim e being , so-calle d psychophysiologica l drea m researc h ha s
consciously avoide d offerin g definitiv e explanations for th e drea m phenomenon .
Researchers ar e content t o describ e th e drea m a s something dependin g to a  high
degree o n wakin g lif e and , i n particular , a s a  reflectio n o f socia l processe s an d
social statu s conveye d throug h th e interaction o f the drea m eg o and othe r drea m
elements.

It thus seems that there is yet no clear-cu t answer to the questio n of the origin ,
meaning, an d significance of dreaming. Or , a s Theodor W. Adorn o pu t i t i n his
Minima Moralia:

Zwischen "e s trdumte mir " un d "ich  trdumte" liegen  di e Weltalter.  Aber  was is t wahrer?
So wenig  die  Cotter  den Traum  senden, so wenig  ist  es  das  Ich,  das  trdutnt.

Epochs separat e " a drea m appeare d t o me " fro m " I dreamed. " But whic h is
more true ? I t i s no t th e god s wh o sen d th e dream , bu t i t i s not th e Eg o tha t
dreams cither .
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Notes

My wor k o n drea m researc h bega n wit h a  projec t a t th e Sigmun d Freu d Institut e
(Frankfurt/Main) o n "Th e Heritag e o f Antiquit y i n Freud' s Psychoanalyti c Dream Re -
search" (Ma y 1990-Septembe r 199 2 an d Decembe r 1992-Marc h 1993) , funde d b y th e
Volkswagen Foundatio n in th e Forschungsschwerpunk t "Antik e i n de r Moderne."

1. Fo r a n excellen t introductio n t o thi s subject , see Latacz 1984 . O n Artemidorus' s
epoch se e Co x Mille r 1994 . (of . my shor t review , wit h certai n reservation s concernin g
method [Wald e 1995]) .

2. Fo r instance in Epidauros (see Herzog 1931) . On th e background t o incubation —
the commo n practic e of sleeping within a  temple i n orde r t o receiv e a  dream visio n fro m
the healin g god—se e Gra f 199 0 (wit h additiona l references) . Thi s us e o f dream s ha s a
remarkable present-da y seque l i n Christia n place s o f pilgrimage . O n thi s tradition , se e
Deubner 1900 .

3. Includin g tapewor m an d abnorma l pregnancies . Asclepiu s occasionall y di d offe r
help i n case s lying outsid e hi s medical competence , suc h as the locatio n o f lost objects .

4. Fo r a n overvie w se e Oberhelman 1983 .
5. Se e Eitrem 1991 .
6. I n contrast to incubation or certain magic practices (e.g., placing laurel leaves under

a pillow produces a specific drea m experience) the dreams involved her e were no t suppose d
to b e induce d o r anticipate d in a  fixed manner. O n Artemidorus' s attitud e towar d magic ,
see below .

7. Cite d i n tex t a s (OC). I  have made us e of Pack's edition (1963) . Throughou t thi s
chapter translated citations are taken from White (1975) , with the reservation that sometimes
his translatio n i s superficial an d no t clos e enoug h t o th e Gree k original .

8. Se e chapter 9 in thi s volume .
9. Wit h the constant bombardment of the sense organs by atoms, the Epicureans were

postulating a n externa l stimulu s that , i n it s haphazard and aimles s nature, was mean t as an
antithesis to th e divin e an d purposeful evocation o f a specific image . Fro m thi s perspective,
the onl y usabl e criterion woul d thu s be th e connectio n betwee n drea m an d dreamer .

10. Th e tex t De somnis discusses the origin o f dreams from sensory impressions received
in sleep . De divinatione  e x insomniis  treat s the variou s forms o f dream interpretation , whic h
Aristotle—rather than refuting with concret e an d provable arguments—views with health y
skepticism (se e esp. 462b an d 463b) .

11. D e dignotione  e x insomniis  libellus,  in Kuh n 1965 , pp . 832—835 .
12. Kuh n 1965 , 10 : 60 9 (dream s of th e father) ; 11 : 31 5 (metho d o f operation) ; 19 :

18-19 (healin g by divin e interventions) . of . Oberhelma n 1983 : 37-39 .
13. O C 1 , 2: "Allegorica l dream s ... ar e those whic h signif y on e thin g b y mean s o f

another: that is, through them, th e soul is conveying something obscurel y by physical means
. . . . Oneiros  i s a movement o r conditio n o f the min d tha t take s many shape s and signifie s
good o r ba d thing s tha t wil l occu r i n th e future . Sinc e thi s i s the case , th e min d predict s
everything tha t wil l happen in the future , whethe r th e laps e of time i n between i s great or
small, by means of images of its own, called elements, that are natural products." In addition ,
the allegorica l dream is characterized by the dreamer' s distinc t memory o f it upon waking ,
by it s marked discrepanc y to th e wakin g world an d by a n absenc e o f prompt fulfillment .
of. a s wel l O C 4 , 1 .

14. Christianit y marginalized dream research b y forbiddin g divination. See chapte r 10
in thi s volume .

15. of . Co x Mille r 1994.
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16. Asid e fro m mino r lacunae i t i s probably th e complet e text .
17. I  deliberately avoid the ter m "drea m book " since it evoke s medieva l and modem

books fo r popula r use.
18. Th e manuscrip t traditio n is described i n variou s essay s by Pack in severa l numbers

of Transactions  an d Proceedings  o f th e American  Philological  Association  1941-196 7 (e.g. , Pack
1965) a s well a s by Blu m 1936.

19. I  leav e asid e thos e writer s wh o hav e discusse d Artemidorus's wor k i n relatio n t o
topics othe r tha n th e dream , e.g. , Foucault 1984 ; Hahn 1992 ; Naf 1995.

20. Se e chapter 8  in thi s volume.
21. I n uncritical reliance on Buchsenschut z or Theodor Gomperz , Freu d ascribe d the

role of magician rather than diviner to Artemidorus (of . Freud [1900] , 98-99). This imprecis e
use o f the ter m "magic"—typica l o f Freud's time—led t o a n essentially inaccurate under-
standing o f Artemidorus' s accomplishment . (T o b e sure , a  mor e accurat e reading woul d
have change d nothin g i n Freud' s ow n theories. ) I t i s certainly true tha t point s o f contac t
exist between divinatio n and magic, sinc e they ar e based on the same premise of the world' s
interconuectedness (cosmi c sympathy) ; the purpos e o f serious mantic praxis , however, wa s
knowledge, no t a  manipulation o f the cosmos .

22. See , for example, Pric e 1986 and jurss 1991.
23. Se e Hogrebe 1992 .
24. "Shameles s charlatans" : Enniu s in Cicer o d e Divinatione. I 58 , 132 .
25. Germa n translatio n i n Brackert z 1993.
26. Her e I  take issu e with Pric e 1986 . of. n. 3 6 o n Freud .
27. O n methodologica l premise s o f researc h base d o n suc h evidence , se e Ginzbur g

1989.
28. Goo d surve y in Strauc h and Meie r 1992.
29. I n thi s context, th e researc h goal is not onl y dreaming , whic h ofte n serve s as the basi s

for explorin g other , mor e comple x event s occuring in th e brain , such as epilepsy or migraine .
30. Freu d [1900] : 1 .
31. Contr a Pric e 1986 , whose approac h completel y neglect s th e researc h object .
32. Freu d states that dreaming, per se , is not a  creative act (445); Artemidorus postulates

that an y us e of dreams except drea m interpretatio n lack s seriousness (OC 1 , Preface).
33. I n the preanalyti c studies of hysteria, the socia l position o f the patient s Freud chose

had bee n mor e balanced . Alread y i n th e prefac e t o th e firs t editio n o f th e Interpretation
([1900], xxxiii—xxiv) , Freu d indicate d tha t h e coul d onl y analyz e th e dream s o f neuroti c
patients an d hi s ow n dreams ; towar d th e en d o f hi s life , h e too k a  criticia l perspectiv e
regarding thi s partiality.

34. On e questio n no t treate d i n th e Oneirocritica  i s ho w drea m interpreter s brough t
home ba d news t o thei r clients .

35. Albei t primarily fo r reasons of professional egoism; otherwis e h e coul d sa y nothing
concerning a  dream's realizatio n an d henc e th e validit y of hi s prognoses.

36. Freud' s introductio n o f thi s subjectiv e facto r ha s laid hi m ope n t o th e charg e o f
being unscientifi c (of . Whitebook 1995) .

37. Freu d [1914 ] 98ff .
38. Buchsenschut z 1868.
39. Bot h Freud and Artemidorus have to focus on single elements o f the dream narrative.

But whil e i n Freud' s drea m analysi s a  singl e elemen t ca n b e th e basi s fo r discoverin g a
variety o f association s an d meanings , Artemidorus tries t o uncove r a  drea m image' s ful l
significance fro m a n elemen t tha t seems t o b e th e determinin g one. The precis e recall of
a dream—on e of Artemidorus' s characteristic s o f a n importan t dream—can o f cours e b e
of no importanc e to Freud .
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40. Freu d [1900] , 106ff .
41. Thi s i s a resul t of the theor y o f decoding , a s text 1  (dream) and tex t 2  (life ) hav e

to be relate d somehow .
42. Seitte r 1992 : 144 .
43. Seitte r 1992: 143 calls the Oneirocritica  a "spatantike(es), eingestandenermassen epigo-

nale(s) Traumbuch"—a n opinio n fa r less insightfu l tha n Foucault's .
44. Freud' s mos t precis e formulatio n o f thi s statemen t i s the nint h o f hi s Introductory

Lectures on Psychoanalysis [1916/1917] , "Th e Censorship o n Dreams, " 136-148 .
45. of . Kurzwei l 1989.
46. Berad t 199 4 [1966].
47. Ahren s 1996.
48. Strauc h an d Meie r 1992.

References

Ahrens, Ullrich . 1996 . Fremde Traume.  Eine  ethnopsychologische  Studie.  Berlin.
Beradt, Charlotte . 1994 . Das Dritte  Reich de s Traumes.  Frankfur t (firs t publishe d 1966) .
Blum, Claes . 1936 . Studies i n th e Dream-Book o f Artemidorus.  Uppsala.
Brackertz, Karl (tr. & ed.) 1993. Die Volkstrautnbucher  de s byzantinischen Mittelalters.  Munich .
Buchsenschutz, B . 1868 . Traum mi d Traumdeutung  i m Alterthume. Berlin.
Cox Miller , Patricia . 1994 . Dreams i n Late Antiquity: Studies  i n th e Imagination o f a  Culture.

Princeton, NJ .
Deubner, Ludwig . 1900 . De incubatione  capita  quattuor.  Leipzig.
Eitrem, Samson . 1991 . "Dreams an d Divinatio n i n Magica l Ritual. " I n Christophe r A .

Faraone an d Dir k Obbink (eds.) , Magica  Hiera:  Ancient Creek  Magic  an d Religion. Ne w
York an d Oxford , 175-187 .

Foucault, Michel . 1984 . Histoire d e la sexualite, 3 : L e souci  d e soi. Paris.
Freud, Sigmund. Th e Interpretation o f Dreams. [1900] Standard  Edition of the Complete Psychologi-

cal Works  o f Sigmund  Freud.  Vol . 4. London .
. Introductory  Lectures  o n Psychoanalysis.  [1916/1917] . Standard  Edition  of the Complete

Psychological Works  o f Sigmund  Freud.  Vol . London.
Ginzburg, Carlo . 1989 . "Clues: Root s o f a n Evidentia l Paradigm. " I n Clues,  Myths, and

the Historical Method (Baltimore) , pp. 96-125. (Orig. ItaL : "Spie. Radici d i un paradigma
indiziaro." I n Ald o Gargan i (ed.) , Crisi  delta  ragione:  Nuovi  modelli  ne l rapporto  tr a sapere
e attivitd  umane.  Turin , 1979 , 57-109.)

Graf, Fritz. 1990. "Heiligtum. und Ritual. Das Beispiel der griechisch-romischen Asklepieia."
In Olivie r Reverdi n an d Bernar d Grang e (eds.) , L e sanctuaire  grec.  Vandoeuvr e an d
Geneva, 158-199 .

Hahn, Istvan . 1992 . Traumdeutung un d gesellschaftliche Wirklichke.it.  Artemidorus  Daldianus  als
sozialgeschichtliche Quelle.  Konstanz , (Xeni a 27).

Herzog, Rudolf . 1931 . Die Wunderheilungen  vo n Epidauros. Ei n Beitrag  zur Geschichte  und zur
Religion, Leipzig [Philologu s Suppl . 22 , 3]).

Hogrebe, Wolfram . 1992. Metaphysik  un d Mantik. Die Deutungsnatur des Menschen. Frankfurt .
Jurss, Fritz . 1991. "Zum Problem de s Traums," i n th e Germa n translatio n of Oneirocritica:

Artemidor, Traumkunst,  Leipzig, 5—17.
Kuhnn, C . G . (ed. ) 1965. Claudii Caleni  opera  omnia.  2 2 vol . [1821-1833]; Hildesheun ,

Vol. 6 .
Kurzweil, Edith . 1989. The Freudians:  A  Comparative  Perspective.  Ne w Have n an d London.



142 Mediterranean : Classica l an d Lat e Antiquity

Latacz, Joachim . 1984 . "Funktionen de s Traum s i n de r antike n Literatur, " i n Theres e
Wagner-Simon an d Gaetan o Benedetti (eds.) , Traum  an d Traumen,  Gottingen , 10—31 .
(Reprinted i n Joachi m Latacz , Kleine  Schriften  zu r Literatur  de r Griechen  un d Romer,
Stuttgart an d Leipzig , 1994, 447-467.)

Naf, Beat. 1995. "Der Korper in der Traumdeutung de s Imperium Romanum," in Symbolik
des menschlichen  Lebens,  Bern an d Frankfurt , 199 5 (Schriften zu r Symbolforschun g 10),
101-119.

Oberhelman, St . M . 1983."Gale n o n Diagnosi s fro m Dreams, " Journal  o f th e History  o f
Medicine 38 , 36-47 .

Pack, Roger A . (ed. ) 1963. Artemidori Daldiani  Onirocriticon  Libri  V , Leipzi g (=OC) .
. 1965 . "On Artemidoru s and Hi s Arabi c Translator," TAPA  96 , 313-326 .

Price, S. R. F . 1986. "The Future of Dreams. From Freu d to Artemidoros." Past  and Present
113, 3-37 .

Seitter, Walter . 1992 . "Afterword" i n Traum  un d Existenz by Ludwi g Binswanger. Bern .
Strauch, Inge and Barbara Meier. 1992. Den Traumen  au f de r Spur. Ergebnisse  der experimentellen

Traumforschung. Bern .
Walde, Christine . 1995 . Review o f Cox Miller , Patricia . Dreams i n Late  Antiquity: Studies

in th e Imagination  o f a  Culture.  Museum Helveticum  52 , 259.
White, Rober t J . (ed . & tr.) 1975. Artemidorus Daldianus.  Th e Interpretation  o f Dreams.  Park

Ridge, NJ .
Whitebook, Joel . 1995 . "Athen un d Mykene . Zu r Integratio n klassische r un d neuere r

psychoanalytischer Theorie. " Psyche  49 , 207—226 .



8

On th e Manti c Meaning of
Incestuous Dreams

Cristiano Grottanell i

Among th e man y aspect s o f ancien t drea m divination , th e mos t problemati c i s
surely th e paradoxica l qualit y o f th e manti c us e o f incestuou s dreams . I  hav e
identified thre e mai n problems , on e o f which is common to drea m divination i n
general, while the other two are specific to the interpretation o f incestuous dreams.
The firs t and more genera l problem wa s described b y Angelo Brelic h i n hi s essay
"The Plac e of Dreams in the Religious Worl d Concept o f the Greeks, " publishe d
in Roger Caillois' s an d G . E . vo n Grunebaum' s Th e Dream an d Human Societies.
Though Brelich describe d th e content s o f ancien t an d moder n drea m book s a s a
"chaos o f absurdities " an d spok e o f "unrestraine d folly " a s inspiring suc h lore , I
define this problem les s dramatically as the existence of different, eve n of contrasting
interpretations fo r similar dream s in th e sam e corpus .

A second problem ha s been ver y briefly mentione d b y Michel Foucault in his
book L e souci  d e soi,2 whose firs t two chapter s are dedicated t o th e drea m boo k o f
Artemidorus o f Ephesus, bette r know n a s Artemidorus o f Daldis , wh o wrot e i n
the second centur y C.E. Artemidorus often present s dreams containing inces t wit h
the mothe r a s good omens , an d thi s i s paradoxical, Foucaul t writes , becaus e i n
principle tha t autho r establishe s a  correlation betwee n th e mora l an d th e manti c
evaluation o f dreams. "Ma y on e deduc e fro m thi s paradox," Foucaul t asks , "tha t
incest betwee n a  son an d hi s mother i s not considere d condemnable ? O r shoul d
we conside r thi s just a n exception t o Artemidorus ' rule , accepted by that writer? "

To thes e two problems on e should add a third and more seriou s one, consisting
of the contras t between some ancient classifications o f incestuous dreams as unwor-
thy o f interpretation an d useles s fo r divination, and th e actua l us e o f such dreams
by diviners , and especiall y b y Artemidoru s o f Ephesus .

143
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1

Let m e star t wit h th e firs t problem . On e sourc e seem s t o sho w tha t th e same
ancient text may contain apparently contrasting interpretations of similar incestuous
dreams, an d tha t th e contras t ma y depen d upo n th e differen t situation s o r th e
different personalitie s of th e dreamers , and als o upon th e detail s o f th e dreams .

In th e firs t boo k o f hi s Oneirocritica  (OC) , Artemidoru s dedicate d a  long an d
complex discussio n to the meanings of men's incestuou s dreams in divination. Hi s
chapter 78 deal t with dream s in which th e dreame r ha d intercourse with hi s own
son, with hi s own daughter , and with hi s own brothe r o r sister , while chapter 79
was dedicate d t o th e variou s meaning s o f a  man' s dream s o f havin g intercours e
with hi s own mother . Artemidorus' s genera l observations abou t th e meanin g o f
such dream s ar e foun d a t th e beginnin g o f chapte r 79 . "Th e discussio n abou t
dreams of a man's incest with hi s mother," h e states , "which i s very complex an d
may b e divide d int o man y parts , has escaped the attentio n o f many drea m critics .
The simpl e fac t tha t suc h a n intercours e is dreamt o f i s not i n itsel f sufficient t o
reveal th e dream' s meaning , becaus e th e type s o f intercours e an d th e variou s
positions o f th e bodie s impl y differen t outcomes. " A  lon g typolog y o f form s o f
intercourse betwee n a  man an d hi s mother follows, an d the possibl e meanings o f
each type are presented; further variation s in meaning ar e determined b y different
circumstances, such as the relationship existin g in reality between th e dreame r an d
his mother , o r th e compositio n o f the dreamer' s household . Dependin g o n suc h
circumstances, incestuou s dreams ar e presente d by Artemidoru s a s announcing a
positive o r a  negative outcome .

Though othe r type s o f inces t are discusse d (OC 1 , 78) , copulatio n wit h th e
mother (O C 1 , 79 ) i s treate d muc h mor e thoroughly , an d th e rang e o f th e
symbolic value s attributed t o motherhoo d b y Artemidoru s ma y be compare d t o
the complexit y o f tha t author' s treatmen t o f kinshi p relationship s o r o f type s o f
sexual encounte r (se e table 8.1). Her e I  shall quote onl y thos e symbolic meaning s
of the mothe r tha t correspond t o the homology between he r and the Earth . Fou r
different aspect s of the mother: Earth homology appear in the Oneirocritica,  referring
respectively t o th e fatherlan d or mothe r countr y (patris),  t o th e eart h a s prima l
matter, t o lande d property , an d t o agriculture .

The mothe r country , patris,  i s mentioned thre e times . T o drea m o f havin g
sexual intercours e wit h one' s ow n mothe r accordin g t o th e law s o f Aphrodit e
(frontal penetration ) an d whil e one' s ow n mothe r i s alive i n th e wakin g world ,
Artemidorus says , "is a good ome n fo r all demagogues an d political leaders, because
the mothe r i s the symbo l o f the mothe r land [semainei  gar ten patrida h e meter]. So ,
just a s one wh o ha s intercourse accordin g t o th e law s o f Aphrodit e ha s power
over hi s partner's whole bod y whil e sh e follows hi m willingly , thu s the ma n wh o
has such a dream shal l rule ove r al l his country's affairs. " I f one dream s o f havin g
the sam e type of intercourse afte r hi s mother's death in the waking world, he adds,
and i f the dreame r is traveling outside his ow n country , he shal l return t o it ; bu t
if he dream s the sam e dream while he i s in his own country , he shal l have to leave
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Table 8.1 .
Artemidori Oneirocritica 1 , 79: Incest an d Mother: Earth Homology

145

Mother (i n
Waking Life )

living

?

dead

?

Dreamer
Type o f Intercourse (i n Waking Life )

frontal penetratio n demagogu e
politician
traveling outsid e th e

mother countr y
from behin d residin g in th e mothe r

country
frontal penetratio n residin g in th e mothe r

country
traveling outside th e

mother countr y
ill
disputing over land ,

property
practicing agricultur e

mother ridin g il l
above

healthy

Meaning

control o f polis

return t o mother
country

expulsion fro m mother
country

expulsion fro m mothe r
country

return to mothe r
country

death
obtaining land,

property
fertility
death

good ome n

it, "becaus e afte r havin g committe d suc h an outrage h e i s not allowe d t o remai n
by his mother's fireplace. " I f a dreamer dreams of having sex with his own mothe r
from behind , h e shal l be rejecte d by hi s mother o r by hi s mother country .

The homolog y betwee n th e mothe r an d eart h a s matter (hule)  appear s in th e
following passage : if the dreame r i s ill while h e dreams of having intercourse with
his own mother , an d if his real mother i s dead in the wakin g world , "h e shal l die
immediately: fo r the body of a dead person dissolves into the matter it is composed
of, an d a s the huma n bod y i s mostly mad e u p o f earth , i t i s transformed int o it s
original matter; and we cal l the eart h 'mother' [kai  te n gen (oude hauten)  ouden  hetton
metera kaloumen].  An d fo r a  ma n wh o i s ill, wha t ma y i t mea n t o copulat e with
his ow n dea d mother , i f no t t o mingl e wit h th e earth? " Th e sam e symboli c
homology lie s behind Artemidorus' s statemen t that i f a man dream s of having sex
with hi s own mothe r while h e i s lying o n hi s back and sh e i s riding abov e him ,
he shal l surely die soo n i f he i s ill in th e wakin g world , "because th e eart h i s the
nurse an d th e mothe r o f all , an d th e eart h i s above th e dead , an d no t abov e th e
living [ ge(i) ga r eoiken  h e meter,  epeide  trophos  panton kai geneteir a h e ge: haute  d e to n
nekron anothen  ka i oukhi  to n zonton ginetai]." (Artemidoru s add s that accordin g t o
some interpreters this type o f sexual intercourse mean s that the dreame r will soo n
die, but accordin g to him thi s interpretation is correct only if the dreamer' s health
is bad , an d otherwis e th e ome n i s favorable , becaus e thi s positio n i s th e mos t
enjoyable fo r a  man, a s it require s n o effor t o n hi s part. )
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As fo r lande d property , her e I  a m intereste d onl y i n th e statemen t tha t "t o
dream o f having sex [according to the laws of Aphrodite] wit h one's mother afte r
she has died [i n the wakin g world] i s a good omen for dreamers who ar e fighting
in cour t ove r lande d property , fo r those who wis h to buy land , o r for those wh o
intend t o practic e agriculture. " Th e connectio n betwee n thi s typ e o f incestuous
dream an d agricultur e is debated, however , for , as Artemidorus states , "som e say
that this dream i s unfavorable if the dreame r is an agriculturer, because he i s sowing
seed into dea d soil , and s o he shal l reap no fruit s [hos  ep i nekran gar ten gen katabalei
ta spermata,  tout'  estin akarpesei]";  bu t Artemidoru s think s thi s interpretation i s no t
correct, unles s the dreame r dream s of feeling repentanc e o r pai n becaus e of this
union.

These few selected examples of just one symbolic homology show how complex
and consistent the interpretation o f symbolic dream s was in the only ancient dream
book we posses s in nonfragmentary form. In his essay, Angelo Brelich argued that,
although Artemidorus' s descriptio n o f th e functionin g o f drea m interpretatio n
presented itsel f as an explanatio n o f it s symboli c logic , i t wa s i n realit y simply a
secondary rationalization, of a matter that was intrinsically diverse and even chaotic .
Should w e agre e wit h Brelich , o r shoul d w e envisag e Artemidorus's systemati c
treatment a s an expression of the inner , o r the implicit , logi c o f traditional Gree k
dream divination ? Th e fac t tha t w e kno w s o littl e o f th e actua l content s o f all
other Gree k an d Latin drea m book s make s i t impossibl e t o answe r thi s questio n
with an y assurance . I n Dari o De l Corno' s book , Gmecoru m d e R e Onirocritica
Scriptorum Reliquiae 4 al l the extan t dat a ar e collected , an d thes e amoun t t o littl e
more than thirty-three name s of supposed authors of such books—including som e
mythical names such as that o f the Egyptia n go d Horu s o r tha t o f the firs t Puthia,
Phemonoe.

Other fact s poin t t o contrastin g answers . Fo r instance , i t i s discouragin g t o
discover tha t other ancien t drea m books , such a s the fragmentar y Egyptian ones ,
or th e Babylonian , ar e mad e u p o f simpl e homologie s tha t d o no t see m t o b e
consistent fro m on e tex t t o another . Mor e specifically , incestuou s dream s ar e
interpreted i n contrastin g way s in two o f the extan t Egyptian dream books. 6 Th e
oldest of these is the drea m book included in the Chester  Beatty Papyrus  3 , a hieratic
text writte n a t th e tim e o f Ramses I I bu t possibl y containing materia l tha t goe s
back to  the  Twelft h Dynasty . In  sectio n 3.5  we  read : "(I f a man see s himself in  a
dream) whil e h e ha s intercours e wit h hi s ow n mother : (THI S I S A ) GOO D
(OMEN): his family will stic k to him," and on th e following line : "(If a man sees
himself i n a  dream ) whil e h e ha s intercours e wit h hi s ow n sister : (THI S I S A)
GOOD (OMEN): he shall inherit." The Copenhagen  Dream Book (Carlsberg  Papyrus
13) is one o f th e fiv e mai n fragmentar y dream book s i n Demotic : i t shoul d b e
dated t o th e secon d o r thir d centur y C.E. In sectio n b . 2  w e fin d a  lis t o f "the
types of sexual intercourse people may see [in a dream]" with the respective mantic
meanings, an d th e extan t fort y line s contai n a  woman' s possibl e dreams, th e las t
of which is incestuous: "I f he r so n copulate s with her , the so n sh e ha s shall com e
to a  bad end." When I  asked my colleagu e Edda Bresciani to commen t upon such
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dream omens, she interpreted th e differen t manti c evaluations of incestuous dreams
attested by th e tw o text s as resulting from historica l chang e i n Egyptian attitudes
to incest, and she showed no interest in my suggestion that the different perspectives
adopted b y th e text s ( a man's dream s i n th e hierati c drea m book , a  woman's i n
the demoti c papyrus) could have somethin g to  do  with the  differen t evaluations .
In an y case th e inconsistencie s of the Egyptia n traditio n ma y indicate tha t drea m
divination ha d n o intrinsi c coherenc e an d tha t Artemidorus' s logi c wa s idiosyn -
cratic. On the other hand, Artemidorus was a professional practicing dream diviner ,
who ma y have differe d fro m th e other s simpl y because he catered , o r wishe d t o
cater, t o th e sophisticate d elit e o f the orienta l province s o f the Roma n Empire. 7

Moreover, his frequent quotations fro m many books by other dream diviners may
indicate tha t h e fel t himsel f someho w integrate d int o tha t category , eve n thoug h
G. W . Bowersoc k i s probably righ t i n describin g hi m a s a snob.

So my first problem remain s unsolved . O f course , i t woul d b e eas y t o argu e
that seemin g incongruitie s i n on e corpu s o f drea m omen s ma y b e explained  a s
internal variation s within  on e an d th e sam e syste m ruled , o n on e hand , b y th e
inner logi c o f symbolic discourse , and, o n th e other , b y a  set o f culture-specific
values expressed by symbolic homologies. This would b e a good counterattack on
Brelich's skepticism. But in the cas e in point, suc h a statement may be transformed
into somethin g mor e than a  petitio prindpii onl y i f we accep t Artemidorus's manti c
logic a s a credible representativ e o f ancient Gree k drea m divination .

The functionin g of Artemidorus's drea m divinatio n woul d hav e been exemplifie d
just a s clearly i f I  ha d chose n othe r aspect s o f tha t author' s symboli c syste m t o
illustrate it s structure. T o quot e bu t on e example : th e symboli c connection s be -
tween the mother an d the dreamer's profession or trade also shape various interpre -
tations offered by the Oneirocritica  and function in very similar ways. If I have chosen
the homology between mothe r an d Earth to exemplif y th e symboli c discours e of
Artemidorus, i t is because that correspondence allow s me to continue my discussion
of the interpretation o f incestuous dreams in divination by examining othe r sources
in which that symbolic homolog y plays a similar role. By discussing such sources,
I inten d t o show  tha t on e aspec t of the us e of incestuous dreams for divination i s
characterized by a  high degre e of  consistency, which shoul d be interpreted as  the
result o f historical continuity . I n th e cas e o f the mother : Earth homology , suc h
continuity i s a particularly lasting one, becaus e the source s attesting its use exten d
over a  period o f at least 700 years . The source s in question , th e mos t ancien t o f
which dates to the fifth century B.C.E., are the writings of Greek and Latin historians;
the central theme is, in all cases, the acquiring or the maintaining of political power
(table 8.2) , whic h correspond s well t o Artemidorus' s us e o f th e mother : Earth
homology i n connectio n with th e futur e o f demagogues an d politicians.

In th e tw o case s relatin g t o th e Gree k world , th e stor y i s abou t a  drea m

2
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interpretation tha t turn s ou t t o b e onl y partially correct. Herodotu s (Historie s 6,
107) tell s us tha t Hippias , th e so n o f th e Athenia n tumnnos  Peisistratus , betrayed
his cit y i n th e hop e o f regainin g hi s power an d guide d th e Persia n enemie s t o
Marathon. "I n th e past night he had seen a vision in his sleep, in which he though t
that he la y with hi s ow n mothe r \opsin  idon  toiende:  edokee  h o Hippies te(i)  metri  te(i)
heoutou suneunethenai].  H e interprete d thi s drea m [sunebaleto  o n e k to u oneirou]  t o
signify tha t h e shoul d retur n t o Athen s an d recove r hi s power, an d s o di e a s an
old ma n i n hi s ow n mothe r countr y [katelthon  e s tas Athenas kai anasosamenos  ten
arkhen teleutesein  e n te(i)  heoutou geraios];  and , bein g th e Persians ' guide , h e mad e
the ships anchor when they had put i n at Marathon, an d set the barbarians in array
when the y wer e landed . Now , whil e h e deal t wit h suc h matters , h e starte d t o
sneeze and to cough more violently tha n he normally did; and, since he was rather
old and most o f his teeth were loose , the violenc e o f his cough cause d one o f his
teeth t o fal l out . I t fel l int o th e sand , and Hippia s di d al l he coul d t o fin d it ; bu t
the toot h wa s nowhere to be seen , and he said lamentably t o those who stoo d by :
'This lan d is not ours , nor shal l we b e able to subdu e it; my tooth has all the share
of it tha t was meant fo r me.'" Hippias' s interpretation o f his dream, involvin g hi s
return an d hi s death i n hi s mothe r countr y a s well a s the recover y o f hi s powe r
(arkhe), correspond s wel l t o th e interpretation s w e fin d i n Artemidorus' s dream
book i n connectio n wit h politicians ; bu t th e ome n come s tru e whe n hi s tooth,
and no t hi s whol e body , take s possessio n o f a  portio n o f hi s nativ e soi l an d i s

Table 8.2.
Incestuous Dreams and Political Power

Text

1. Herodotus 6 ,
106-108

2. Pausania s 4 ,
26

3. Di o Cassiu s
37, 52.2

4. Di o Cassiu s
41, 24.2

5. Suetoniu s Di -
vus Iuliu s 7 , 2

Plutarch Life  o f
Caesar 32 , 9

Protagonist

Hippias so n o f
Peisistratus

Comon th e
Messenian

C. Julius Caesa r

C. Julius Caesa r

C. Julius Caesa r

C. Julius Caesa r

Dream Interpretatio n

visus era t pe r quietem  coniectores  a d amplissimam
stuprum matr i in - spem  indtaveru m arbi-
tulisse trium  terraru m orbis

portendi interpretantes,
quando mater,  quam  subi-
ectam sibividisset,  non  alia
esset quam  terra,  quae  om-
nium parens haberetur
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buried i n it . This is a typical case of the iron y o f omens tha t come tru e while als o
escaping the wishfu l interpretations of ambitious men , s o frequent in Herodotea n
historiography.

A reversa l o f th e sam e topos  i s found i n Pausanias' s account (Messenia  26 ) o f
the Messenia n recover y o f thei r nativ e lan d afte r th e Spartan s were defeate d by
the Theban s a t Leuktr a (37 1 B.C.E.) . I n thi s cas e th e initia l interpretatio n o f a n
incestuous drea m i s les s positiv e tha n th e fina l outcome . " A yea r befor e tha t
victory," Pausania s writes, "th e daimon  foretol d t o th e Messenian s their retur n t o
Peloponnese. I t i s said tha t i n Messen e o n th e Strai t th e pries t o f Heracle s sa w a
vision i n a  dream: i t seeme d tha t Heracle s Manticlu s was sent b y Zeu s a s a guest
to Ithome [i n the Messenian territory]. Als o among th e [Messenia n refugees livin g
in the Lybia n territory o f the] Euesperitae , [the Messenian leader] Comon dream t
that h e la y with hi s dea d mothe r [Komon  suggenesthai  nekra(i)  te(i)  metri], bu t tha t
afterwards sh e came t o lif e agai n [anabionai].  H e hope d tha t as the Athenian s had
recovered thei r se a power, th e Messenian s would b e restore d t o Naupactu s [th e
harbor tow n tha t ha d bee n offere d t o th e Messenian s by th e Athenian s a s a base
against th e Spartan s in th e Peloponnesia n War] . Bu t th e drea m reall y indicated
the recover y o f Messen e [t o de ma edelou  t o oneiron  anasosesthai  Messenen]."

The mos t famou s cas e o f a  dream announcin g powe r ove r lan d b y showin g
the dreamer' s intercours e wit h hi s ow n mothe r differ s greatl y fro m thes e tw o
narratives presenting dream interpretation s a s an unsatisfactory type o f guesswork.
It i s the famou s drea m Gaiu s Julius Caesa r is said to hav e dream t i n th e account s
of three ancien t historians ; i n al l those narrative s the drea m announce s precisel y
what i s later achieved by the dreamer : absolut e power an d control ove r the whol e
earth. Di o Cassiu s (Roma n History , 37 , 52.2 ; 41 , 24.2 ) an d th e late r Suetoniu s
(Divus lulius,  7, 2 ) both plac e th e drea m i n th e yea r 62 B.C.E. , when Caesa r was
twenty-eight. Th e youn g ma n wa s beginnin g hi s cursus  honorum  a s a  quaestor  i n
Spain when he dream t o f having intercourse with his own mothe r (Dio : te(i)  metri
suggignesthai onar  edoxe',  Suetonius : visus  erat  per quietem stuprum matri  intulisse).  Thi s
happened in th e cit y o f Gades by th e shor e o f the Atlanti c Ocean , wher e Caesa r
had just visited the sanctuary of Hercules Gaditanus . The exac t relationship between
Caesar's visi t t o tha t shrin e an d hi s drea m i s no t clea r i n ou r tw o sources ; bu t
certainly Caesa r availed himself o f professional drea m interpreters . Thei r response
was clear: Dio state s that they announced grea t power (kai  para ton manteon emathen
hoti e n megale(i)  dunamei  estai:  37 , 52.2 ) an d tha t fro m thei r interpretatio n o f hi s
dream Caesa r derived a  hope o f conquering monarchi c rulershi p (kai  ap'autou te n
elpida te s monarkhias .  .  .  elaben:  41 , 24.2) . According t o Suetonius , the interpreter s
announced tha t Caesar would conque r th e whol e worl d (coniectores  a d amplissimam
spem indtavemnt  arbitrium terrantm  orbis  portendi  interpretantes).  A d amplissimam  spe m
in Suetonius' s accoun t correspond s wel l t o th e elpis  mentione d b y Di o Cassius ,
but th e Gree k tex t i s centered upo n th e qualit y o f Caesar' s future power , whil e
the Lati n i s concerne d wit h it s extensio n i n space . Th e ide a tha t th e whol e
earth wil l b e conquere d i s immediately connecte d by Suetoniu s to th e symboli c
homology tha t rule d th e manti c interpretatio n offered b y th e coniectores'.  Caesa r is
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destined t o rule the orbis  terrarum,  the interpreter s say, "because the mothe r who m
he ha d seen in hi s power was none othe r tha n the earth , which i s regarded as the
common paren t o f al l mankind" (quando  matey,  quam  subiectam sibi vidisset,  no n alia
esset quam  terra,  quae  omnium  parcns  haberetur).  Clearly , th e symboli c homolog y
referred t o her e i s not th e correspondenc e betwee n th e mothe r an d th e mothe r
country, a s in th e storie s about Hippia s and Comon , bu t th e homolog y betwee n
the mother an d the Earth, justified by the circumstance expressed by Artemidorus
with th e sentenc e trophos  panlon kai geneteira h e ge.

Both Di o an d Suetoniu s connec t th e drea m ome n t o th e topos  o f th e imitatio
Alexandri tha t ties the two grea t conquerors an d statesmen together. Accordin g t o
both accounts , Caesar wept i n th e sanctuar y of Hercules Gaditanu s when he saw
a statu e o f Alexande r th e Great , becaus e a t hi s ag e th e Macedonia n kin g ha d
conquered th e world , whil e he , Caesar , ha d performe d n o grea t deed . I n hi s
narrative, Suetoniu s use s th e sam e terminolog y fo r Alexander' s accomplishmen t
(quia ia m Alexander orbem  tenamm  subegisset) an d fo r th e interpretatio n o f Caesar' s
dream b y th e coniectores  (arbitrium  termrum  orbis).  Thoug h h e als o mention s thi s
episode involvin g th e imitatio  Alexandri,  Plutarch, ou r thir d sourc e fo r Caesar' s
incestuous dream, doe s not connec t i t to the drea m in his Life  o f Caesar  (the dream
is found in 32, 6) . In his account, Plutarch places the dream in the night precedin g
the famou s crossin g o f the Rubico n (Januar y 10, 4 9 B.C.E.) , thirtee n year s afte r
Caesar's quaestura  in Spain , which was the turnin g point i n tha t statesman's career
as well as in the institutional history of ancient Rome. During that night, we are told,
"Caesar had an unlawful dream: He though t tha t he was having an unmentionabl e
intercourse with hi s own mother " (onar  idein  ekthesmon: edokei gar autos te(i)  heautou
metri mignusthai  te n arreton  mixiri).  N o interpretatio n o f th e drea m i s given here ,
but th e terminolog y use d fo r th e drea m (ekthesmon,  arreton)  point s t o it s horribl e
contents an d surel y connects i t t o th e terrible , unlawfu l decision take n upo n th e
following day, which prepared Caesar's conquest of absolute power while breakin g
the rule s of the Roman Republic .

As I  hav e alread y stated , thes e narrative s presenting th e incestuou s dream s o f
political leader s show th e continuit y o f dream divinatio n tha t lies behind on e o f
Artemidorus's symboli c homologies . I  mus t ad d tha t th e treatmen t o f Caesar' s
incestuous dream by Suetonius and Plutarch points to the second problem presented
at th e beginnin g o f m y paper , namely , th e contras t betwee n th e unlawfu l an d
shameful content s o f suc h dream s an d thei r possibl e interpretatio n a s omens o f
future power . I  shall discuss this second problem now, and I shall begin by explaining
why I  d o no t thin k i t i s possible to d o awa y with tha t proble m b y denyin g tha t
the dream s unde r discussio n wer e reall y envisage d a s incestuous by thos e wh o
interpreted the m a s good omens .

In his introduction to the volume It sogno in Gretia,10 my friend Giulio Guidorizzi
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quotes som e o f th e text s I  hav e analyze d so fa r to prov e tha t incestuou s dreams
corresponding to the Oedipus myt h were rathe r frequent in the drea m experience
of ancient (Greek and Roman) societies . This statement is accompanied by a critical
evaluation of Georges Devereux's book Dreams  in Greek Tragedy,  wher e one reads
that incestuou s dreams, as the experienc e o f Freudian psychoanalyst s has proved ,
are no t presen t i n a n explici t for m i n th e drea m experienc e o f modern patients ,
and tha t th e sam e must b e tru e o f antiquity , whe n dream s expresse d inces t no t
directly but symbolically. In the present occasion, it is neither possible nor necessary
to discus s the proble m o f the validit y of Freudian theorie s for the stud y of dream
experiences other than the Western an d modern; a  good treatment of that problem
may be foun d in a n importan t articl e by Simo n Price .

As t o th e existenc e o f explici t account s o f incestuous dreams in th e ancien t
world, I  tend t o agre e with Guidorizz i agains t Devereux. Thoug h we wil l neve r
know wha t dream s wer e actuall y dream t i n antiquity , I  thin k th e text s I  hav e
discussed d o no t allo w an y doub t abou t th e existenc e o f account s of incestuous
dreams; t o the m on e shoul d ad d Guidorizzi' s mai n proof , tha t is , the passag e in
Sophocles' Oedipus  Re x (v v 975—983) in which Iocaste say s to Oedipus tha t many
men hav e dreamt o f having sex with thei r ow n mother s (polloi  ga r ede kan oneirasin
broton /  metri  xuneunasthesan).

Though I  tend to agree with hi m o n thi s point, I  have problems with Guido -
rizzi's further argument , which raises a most important question, the same question
raised four years earlier by Foucault . "To Devereux' s denia l of explicit incestuous
dreams," Guidorizz i adds , "w e ma y respon d b y observin g tha t th e inces t tabo o
had a  different meanin g in Greek culture , or more precisely that on a  deeper level
this type of dream was not reall y incestuous: indeed in th e mythica l and symboli c
system constructed by Greek culture, the theme o f 'the wedding with th e mother '
may be inserted in th e contex t o f the symboli c homology betwee n th e eart h and
the fecun d mother , tha t appears both in mythical narrative and in the language of
divination" (p . XXVI) .

It would b e easy to criticize Guidorizzi's position by repeating that the homol-
ogy between th e Mothe r an d th e Eart h h e present s as central i s only on e o f th e
symbolic equation s applie d i n th e interpretatio n o f incestuou s dream s i n Gree k
and Roman antiquity . But th e centra l question raise d by Guidorizzi's response to
Devereux concern s th e qualit y o f such dreams : "O n a  deeper level, " m y Italian
friend writes , "thi s typ e of dream is not reall y incestuous." Here my perplexity is
still stronger .

In m y opinion , Artemidoru s dissolve s th e horro r o f inces t i n hi s detaile d
discussion of different types of the dreamer's intercourse with his mother, involvin g
different evaluation s and omens (an d culminating in the wors t type , oral sex with
the mothe r bu t als o wit h othe r partners) . Yet i n on e cas e a t least , eve n fronta l
penetration, the type he defines as being in accordance with th e laws of Aphrodite,
is presented a s guilty (amartema),  obviousl y because i t i s incestuous, an d portends
the dreamer' s expulsion from hi s mother country. The us e of terms such a s ekthes-
mon and arreto n in Plutarch's description of Caesar's dream, or stuprum in Suetonius's
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text o n tha t same dream, proves that the intercourse i n question was looked upo n
as unlawfu l and horri d b y thos e authors , eve n thoug h the y presente d th e drea m
as announcing a  glorious destiny . Finally, while Oedipus' s tragi c adventur e i s no t
a dream , an d shoul d be use d only wit h grea t care , the Sophoclea n passag e I  have
just quoted , containin g locaste' s statement abou t incestuous dreams , i s a  furthe r
indication no t onl y tha t suc h dream s wer e sai d t o b e dreamt , bu t als o tha t th e
incest obsessio n was presented a s causing horror (phobos,  v . 980 ; of . 976) . locaste
says suc h a n obsessio n i s meaningless, an d explain s tha t on e live s more lightl y i f
one ignore s i t (vv . 982—983) .

By suggesting the remova l of the inces t obsession, locaste is adopting a  strategy
that makes a good dea l of sense, and not onl y to a  Freudian. But mos t o f the text s
we hav e examined ignor e suc h a sensible strategy. In such texts—in spit e of what
I woul d cal l th e symmetrica l remova l strategie s of Devereu x an d Guidorizzi —
incestuous dream s are really said t o b e dreamt , th e dream s ar e reall y perceive d as
incestuous, an d thei r content s ar e interprete d symbolicall y a s announcing futur e
positive events . I n spit e of the seemin g contradictions, al l these differen t attitude s
to incestuou s dream s see m t o coexist . Thi s raise s questions , touche d upo n b y
Michel Foucault—and , i n m y opinion , th e sam e question s Devereu x an d hi s
opponent were striving to deal with in their treatments of Greek incestuous dreams.
First o f all , did ancien t dream lor e perceiv e th e contradictio n betwee n th e awfu l
contents o f suc h dream s an d th e successfu l futur e the y coul d b e announcing ?
Second, i s there evidenc e i n our ancien t source s that enables us to reconstruc t the
inner logic—and thu s the possibl e solutions—of tha t contradiction?

To dea l wit h suc h questions , on e shoul d conside r tha t i n th e source s I  hav e
quoted th e interpretatio n o f incestuous dreams often involve s term s an d concept s
of authority and hierarchical superiority (and of course such superiority is attributed
to the partner in the sexua l union who wa s considered the "active " one ) an d also
of violent force . I n Artenlidorus's text , just as in hi s treatment o f the guilt y quality
of incestuous intercourse in dreams, there is much reassuring rationalization. In his
interpretation o f incestuous dreams for demagogues an d politicians, th e dreamer' s
power, expresse d by the verba l form arkhei , implies persuasion, and willingness o n
the par t o f hi s partner; th e contro l o f the city' s matter s give n t o th e dreame r i n
the portende d futur e i s probably freel y offere d t o hi m b y hi s fellow citizens . Bu t
the arkhe  Hippias hope d t o regai n after dreamin g hi s dream i s clearly presented b y
Herodotus a s the powe r o f a  turannos  wh o i s als o a  traitor . Caesar' s drea m wa s
interpreted b y th e specialist s as announcing arbitrium  termrum  orbis  i n Suetonius' s
text (Div.  lul.  7, 2) ; while according to Di o i t portended megale  dunamis  (37 , 52.2 )
or eve n (41 , 24) tnonarkhia.  Al l these terms expressed absolute power , whil e th e
last (monarkhia)  refer s explicitl y t o th e institutio n that was most hated in th e valu e
system o f the Roman Republica n tradition.

4
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In m y opinion , thes e homologie s betwee n incestuou s dream s an d absolut e
power poin t t o a  connection betwee n th e guilt y qualit y of unlawful sexual inter-
course and the violent an d unruly (even unlawful) aspects of the power portende d
by som e dream s containin g suc h encounters . Th e prope r symboli c contex t i n
which suc h a  connectio n shoul d b e place d ha s been presente d convincingl y b y
such scholar s as Jean-Pierre Vernant, 13 an d Nicol e Loraux 14 i n thei r writing s o n
the incestuou s turannos in Gree k politica l thought . I  need no t remin d reader s that
the Gree k titl e o f th e Oedipus  Re x refer s t o Oedipu s a s a  turannos.  I t i s mor e
important i n the presen t context t o quot e wha t Diogene s Laertiu s (thir d century
C.E.) tell s us o f another turannos,  Periander o f Corinth, wh o rule d approximatel y
between 62 5 an d 58 5 B.C.E . (se e table 8.3) .

In hi s work o n th e live s o f th e mos t famou s philosopher s (1 , 96) , Diogene s
Laertius say s Periander' s mothe r Krateia , wh o wa s enamoure d o f he r so n th e
turannos, would mee t hi m secretl y to hav e se x with him . Periande r wa s pleased
with this , but when the secret was discovered, h e was so distressed that he became
extremely stric t with al l his subjects . Thi s traditio n ma y g o bac k a t leas t t o th e
fourth centur y B.C.E . Th e mother' s nam e surel y refer s t o he r son' s power , bu t
Nicole Lorau x wa s mistaken whe n sh e translated i t a s Authority, because kratos
means "strength , energy, " an d th e adjectiv e krataios  mean s "strong. " I n Hesiod' s
Theogony Krato s an d Bia , "strength " an d "violence, " wer e respectivel y th e so n
and daughte r o f Styx ("hate") , wh o neve r abandone d powerful Zeus. I f we kee p
all thi s in mind , th e stor y o f Periander an d Kratei a will appea r to b e a  symbolic
construction i n whic h th e incestuou s union betwee n a  son and hi s own mothe r
expressed no t th e homolog y betwee n th e mothe r an d th e fertil e earth , but th e
homology between th e mothe r an d the son' s power base d upon strength . This is
the guilt y secre t o f th e turannos',  whe n th e secre t i s revealed, th e powe r o f th e
incestuous turannos  becomes eve n heavie r fo r hi s subjects (se e table 8.3) .

In thi s tradition abou t Periande r an d hi s mother, th e inces t them e i s central,
but ther e is no dream . The connectio n betwee n incestuou s dreams and the figur e
of a turannos, which we hav e already found in Sophocles' Oedipus  Rex,  i s presented
in the context o f a totally different genr e by Plato in the ninth book o f his Republic.
Plato use s dream s t o illustrat e the variou s parts and function s of the huma n sou l
(psukhe); thes e various aspects of the huma n sou l he use s to describ e various types
of human beings ; an d finall y th e huma n typolog y h e ha s thus constructe d i s the
tool h e employ s t o illustrat e the mai n kind s o f political order . Plato' s discussio n
of dreams is found (Republic 9, 1 = 571 A-572 B) at the beginning o f his description
of th e aner  tumnnikos:  som e dreams , we ar e told , expres s the lawles s (pamnomoi,
571 B ; of . anomon,  572 B) desires of men, "thos e that ar e awakened i n slee p [peri
ton hupnon]  whe n th e res t o f th e soul , th e rational , gentl e an d dominan t one ,
slumbers, bu t th e beastl y and savag e part, replet e wit h foo d an d wine , gambol s
and, repellin g sleep , make s a n effor t i n orde r t o satisf y it s ow n instincts . ... I n
such cas e . . .  [the beastly part o f the soul ] doe s not shrin k from attemptin g to li e
with a  mother i n fanc y [metri  gar epikheirein mignusthai,  ho s oietai], o r wit h anyone,
human, go d o r animal . It i s ready for an y fou l dee d o f blood; i t abstain s fro m n o
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Table 8.3 .
Incestuous Dream , Rea l Incest , Power

Protagonist

Hippias

Caesar

Oedipus

Periander

Incestuous Drea m

Intercourse wit h
the dreamer' s
mother

Intercourse wit h
the dreamer' s
mother: stupmm
(Suetonius);
arreton mixin
(Plutarch)

Real Inces t Typ e o f Power

Hippias i s a  turannos
(and a  traitor )

arbitrium orbis  terrarum
(Suetonius); megale
dunamis, monarkhia
(Plutarch)

Intercourse wit h Oedipu s turannos
the mothe r

Intercourse wit h Periande r i s a  turannos
the mother

food, and, in short, avoids no extreme of folly or shamelessness." The aner  turannikos
is th e typ e o f ma n whos e sou l i s dedicate d t o th e satisfactio n o f suc h unlawful
desires an d dominate d b y th e beastly  part . Inces t is thus typica l o f tha t kin d o f
man, an d incestuous dream s express the par t of the sou l tha t dominate s th e sou l
of the turannos.

So, a t the specifi c leve l of Plato's philosophica l discourse , this theory contain s
the connectio n betwee n incestuou s dreams and tyrannical power. I n other words ,
Plato's theory help s us to deal with an aspect of the secon d problem relate d to th e
ancient interpretatio n o f incestuous dreams. Bu t i f we g o bac k t o ou r historica l
sources, i t will appear clearly that those narrative s are too comple x an d diverse to
be explaine d by a  simple correspondence between inces t and absolut e power. Le t
us conside r Hippia s first . In Herodotus' s account , th e interpretatio n base d upo n
the homology betwee n incest with th e mother an d arkhe  is presented as the wron g
interpretation, dictate d b y th e hubri s o f th e turannos  an d traitor . Not e tha t i t i s
Hippias's interpretation of his own dream . As for Caesar , the grea t conqueror an d
political innovato r i s judged b y author s writin g betwee n th e firs t an d th e thir d
century C.E., and thus in the contex t of a political system based upon the constitu -
tional revolutio n initiate d b y Caesa r himself . I t i s thus obviou s tha t th e stor y o f
Caesar's incestuou s drea m mus t b e interprete d a s the produc t o f anti-Caesaria n
propaganda, repeated and reshaped by the senatoria l elite tha t remained faithfu l t o
the idea l values of the Republi c and more o r les s explicitl y oppose d th e imperia l
autocracy. But the different author s did not choose identical strategies in presenting
Caesar as comparable to Hippia s and even t o Oedipus . Onl y Plutarch , ou r oldes t
source, connect s his dream directly with th e Rubicon; Suetoniu s and Dio Cassiu s
retain the unlawful qualit y of his dream while being less explicit about the ambigu -
ous nature of his power. Yet thei r outlook is also different fro m tha t of Artemidorus,
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who goe s s o fa r a s to connec t th e incestuou s dream s o f politician s t o a  power
probably offere d t o th e dreame r b y th e wil l o f his fellow citizens.

Before I  conclud e th e discussio n of my secon d problem , a  note o f warning is
necessary. I must state most clearly that the evidenc e examined s o far is only helpfu l
in solvin g on e specifi c aspec t o f the favorabl e meaning o f incestuous dream s i n
ancient divination: the connection between such dreams and future political power .
I a m stil l unable t o justify th e fac t tha t in man y drea m books , an d alread y in th e
Egyptian text s I have dealt with, some dreams of incest with the mother portende d
a positiv e futur e i n context s differen t fro m tha t o f politica l sovereignty . I  mus t
repeat tha t m y choic e o f th e homolog y betwee n th e mothe r an d th e mothe r
country (o r the Earth ) leaves out othe r aspect s that are just a s frequent, at least in
Artemidorus's tex t and in Egyptian drea m books , an d that it was chosen precisely
because it  allowe d me  to  exploi t evidenc e tha t coul d sugges t a  possible , partial
solution o f the proble m pose d b y Foucault .

Plato's discussion of incestuous dreams differs from the other text s I have examined
not onl y becaus e i t tie s the incestuou s dreams to th e turannos.  I n Platoni c drea m
theory, incestuou s dreams, like other dream s of unlawful behavior an d desires , are
presented a s devoid o f an y precognitiv e potentiality . Th e relationshi p betwee n
this theory and the mantic us e of incestuous dreams constitutes the last of the thre e
problems I  deal with in the presen t paper (se e table 8.4) .

Plato's denia l o f the precognitiv e valu e o f unlawful and beastl y dream visions
was expressed indirectly b y th e philosopher , an d directl y b y thos e who followe d
his theory . I n th e passag e I  hav e jus t quote d (Republic  9 , I  = 571 A—D ) Plato
described the typ e o f dreams tha t arose from the beastl y part o f the psukhe: in th e
lines that follow, h e dealt with th e opposite type of dreams, dictated by the rational
part o f the soul , an d dream t b y dreamer s who fel l aslee p afte r havin g tame d th e
appetitive an d passionate parts.

In suc h dreams , Plat o says , th e bes t par t o f th e sou l "ma y i n isolate d purit y
examine an d reach ou t towar d an d apprehen d som e o f the thing s unknown t o it ,
past, presen t o r future " (auto  kath'auto  monon  katharon  skopein  ka i oregesthai  to u ka i
aisthanesthai h o m e oiden,  e  t i to n gegonoton e  onion e  kai mellonton)  (57 2 A) . I n Gree k
linguistic tradition , an d alread y in th e Homeri c poems , th e triadi c knowledg e o f
present, past, and future is typical of divination: by these words Plato is thus explicitl y
defending th e manti c valu e o f th e bes t kin d o f dream s an d clearly , i f implicitly ,
denying that the worst type has such a value. The basic principle here is the connectio n
between truthfulnes s an d lawfulness, a s shown by the philosopher's subsequent state-
ment tha t i n th e cas e o f pure an d rationa l dream s the dreame r "i s mos t likel y t o
apprehend truth , and vision s ar e leas t likel y t o b e lawless " (572 A—B) .

In the first book of Cicero's De divinatione (1, 29), in which the author's brother
Quintus argue s in favo r o f divination, a  translation o f the Platoni c passag e I  have

5
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Table 8.4 .
Useless Dream s

Author

Plato, fourt h
century
B.C.E.

Cicero, firs t
century
B.C.E.

Artemidorus,
second
century
C.E.

Macrobius,
fourth/
fifth cen -
tury C.E.

Dream Typ e

One o f two
types

One o f two
types (falsum
somnium)

One i n a  com-
plex typolog y
(enupnion)

One o f five
types (enup-
nion o r insom-
nium)

Description

Unlawful, irra -
tional, involvin g
the lowes t part s
of the soul . Inces-
tuous dream s in-
cluded.

Plato's descriptio n
quoted. Incestu -
ous dream s in -
cluded.

Expresses th e
dreamer's pres-
ent, leave s no
trace afte r wak-
ing.

Contains fear s an d
desires (ambi -
tion, food , sex).
Leaves n o trac e
after waking .

Causes

Caused b y to o
much foo d o r
drink.

Caused b y to o
much foo d o r
drink.

Caused by to o
much o r to o
little foo d an d
by various
passions (fear ,
desire).

Caused b y to o
much o r to o
little foo d an d
by various
passions (fear ,
desire) .

Use fo r
Divination

None

None

None (i t
does no t
express
the
dreamer's
future)

None

discussed s o fa r i s presented . Afte r havin g describe d a  precognitiv e drea m h e
qualifies a s divinum, Quintus trie s to answer the possible objection that , while som e
dreams ar e precognitive , man y other s ar e untrustworthy . Possibly , h e says , suc h
dreams ar e not false , but thei r meaning i s hidden fro m us . "But even i f one grant s
that som e dream s ar e false , wh y shoul d w e declai m agains t thos e tha t ar e true?
Indeed, tru e dream s would b e muc h mor e frequen t i f we wen t t o ou r res t i n a
proper condition . Bu t whe n w e ar e burdened wit h foo d an d drin k ou r dream s
are trouble d an d confused " (Sed  sint falsa quaedam;  contra  vera  quid  dicimus?  Quae
quidem multo  plura  evenirent,  si  ad  quietem  integri  iremus.  Nunc  onusti  cibo  et  vino
perturbata e t confusa cemimus).  A t thi s point, wha t "Socrate s say s in Plato' s Republic"
(quid Socrates  in Platonis Politia  loquatur ) i s presented a t length, an d Quintu s declares
that h e ha s reproduced Plato' s ver y words (Haec  verba  ipsa  Platonis  expressi) . Obvi -
ously, Quintus state s explicitly that incestuous dreams (dreams in which the dreame r
cum matre  corpus  miscere  videatur)  ar e fals e (falsa)  i n orde r t o defen d Plato' s genera l
theory tha t som e dream s ar e precognitive (vera).

In hi s domme.ntaria  i n somnium  Sdpionis  ( a learne d commentar y o n a  famou s
passage o f Cicero' s D e republica),  Ambrosiu s Macrobius Theodosius , whose floruit
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should be placed around the yea r 400 C.E. , classified dream s in five main types : the
oneiros or somnium,  the horama  o r visio,  the khremathismos  o r omculum,  the enupnion  o r
insomnium, and th e phantasma,  called visum  by Cicer o (Comment,  i n somn. Scip.  1 , 3 .
2). Th e insomnium  an d th e visum  ar e presente d b y Macrobiu s a s no t worth y o f
discussion because they ar e useles s for divination (cura  interpretationis  indigna  .  .  .  quia
nihil divinationis  adportant).  Th e enupnion  o r insomnium  i s sai d t o resul t fro m th e
preoccupations o f waking life . It s contents are ruled b y th e desir e to obtain , o r b y
the fea r of losing, honors and positions, as well as by sexual desires or various terrors.
Such dream s ma y be determine d b y exces s or lac k o f food , an d thi s peculiarity o f
the insomnium  i s clearly an ech o o f Quintus' s quotatio n o f Plato i n D e divinatione.

Though inces t is not mentione d in Macrobius' s descriptio n o f the insomnium,
this lat e reappearanc e of the Platoni c mode l o f fals e dream s i s important because
it take s u s bac k t o Artemidorus, 17 whil e presentin g a  theoretica l positio n tha t
is totall y incompatibl e wit h Artemidorus' s manti c discourse . For , o n on e hand ,
Macrobius's typolog y o f dream s i s surel y connecte d to , i f no t actuall y derive d
from, th e typolog y w e fin d a t the beginnin g o f Artemidorus's Oneirocritica  (1 , 1).
On th e othe r hand , Artemidoru s dedicate s a  par t o f hi s treatis e t o th e manti c
interpretation o f dreams that should be considered useless for divination if classified
according to the criteri a Macrobius inherite d fro m (Plato and from) Cicero—an d
among suc h dream s the incestuou s one s mentioned b y Plat o an d by Cicero , bu t
not b y Macrobius , nor b y Artemidorus, ar e especially prominent.

If we look a t Artemidorus's descriptio n o f the typ e o f dream h e call s enupnion
and contrast s with th e trustworth y drea m o r oneiros,  w e fin d tha t suc h a  type i s
caused by sexua l desire, by hunger , o r by indigestion (an d in such case s i t derive s
directly fro m th e body) , o r b y passions such as joy o r distres s (and in thos e case s
it come s fro m the soul) . In al l cases i t expresse s the dreamer' s presen t and not hi s
or he r future . I n a  passage precisely echoe d b y Macrobius , Artemidoru s add s that
"this typ e o f drea m i s called enupnion  no t becaus e i t i s seen i n slee p \hupnos],  fo r
the oneiros  is also enacted during sleep , but becaus e it i s an activity that takes place
during slee p an d the n disappear s entirely," whil e th e activit y o f th e oneiros  lives
on after the dreamer has awakened from his or her sleep. It is clear that Artemidorus's
enupnion correspond s wel l t o Macrobius' s descriptio n o f insomnium  o r enupnion;
given th e Platonic derivatio n o f Macrobius's descriptio n o f that type, it is virtually
impossible t o believ e tha t incestuou s dream s wer e no t classifie d i n thi s category
by the late Latin author. Did Artemidorus reason in a different way ? It is impossible
to answe r thi s questio n with certainty . Surely incestuous dream s correspond wel l
to Artemidorus's enupnion,  bu t just a s surely a long tradition presente d them as an
important objec t of mantic interpretations . Th e contradictio n remain s and is very
difficult t o resolve .

I shal l conclude by looking onc e more a t the problem s I  have deal t with, and b y
summarizing th e tentativ e solutions I hav e submitted . My firs t proble m wa s th e

6
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variety o f interpretation s offere d b y ancien t text s fo r incestuou s dreams . When
they ar e foun d i n differen t chronologica l contexts , such differen t interpretation s
may plausibly be explaine d b y historica l change (a s has been suggeste d in th e cas e
of th e Egyptia n drea m book s o r i n th e comparabl e on e o f th e Andea n drea m
interpretations studie d by Bruc e Mannhei m ) . But i n th e cas e o f Artemidorus's
Oneirocritica, th e differen t outcome s portende d b y suc h dream s i n th e sam e tex t
can possibly be envisage d as the inne r variations of a complex syste m ruled by th e
logic o f symboli c discours e an d b y culture-specifi c values presented a s symbolic
homologies, thoug h suc h a n explanation must remain hypothetical .

My second problem, th e contrast between th e shameful an d the impure quality
of incestuou s dreams an d th e positiv e outcom e the y ar e ofte n sai d t o portend ,
should not be explained away by denying the real existence, or the negative aspects,
of such dreams. In particular, the Gree k theme o f the incestuous tumnnos,  and th e
long-lasting succes s o f tha t them e fro m th e fourt h centur y B.C.E . t o th e thir d
century C.E. , help u s understand why i n som e case s unlawfu l behavior i n dream s
is interprete d a s predicting th e dreamer' s conques t o f a  power tha t ma y als o b e
qualified a s unlawful. But othe r case s ar e mor e difficul t t o solve .

Finally, Plato' s discussio n o f th e aner  tumnnikos  an d o f hi s unlawfu l desires ,
expressed als o by incestuou s dreams , lead s t o m y thir d problem , represente d b y
the paradoxica l classification o f suc h dream s b y som e author s (an d among the m
possibly Artemidorus ) a s mere reflection s o f th e dreamer' s present , an d thu s a s
devoid o f any precognitive value . This problem is the hardest to solve . I shall only
add tha t whe n th e moder n Europea n translator s of th e Oneirocritica,  suc h a s th e
sixteenth-century Pietro Lauro Modonese20 or the nineteenth-century F . N. Kraus s
(whose German version was read by Sigmund Freud), 21 omitted th e whole section
on incestuou s dreams, they did so for obvious "moral " reasons. But, thoug h the y
were no t awar e o f it, thei r interventio n wa s also a rationalization tha t eliminate d
a possibl e inconsistency i n thei r author' s great achievement .

Appendix: Incest in Modern Dream Books

Even if I had not share d Angelo Brelich's interes t in modern drea m books, I would
not hav e bee n abl e t o avoi d a  sensationa l encounte r wit h contemporar y drea m
divination, an d mor e specificall y wit h th e manti c interpretatio n o f incestuou s
dreams towar d th e en d o f the secon d millenniu m C.E . For durin g th e academi c
year 1992-1993 , I  taugh t th e histor y o f religion s a t th e Institut e Universitari o
Orientale d i Napoli , an d s o I  spen t abou t tw o day s a  wee k i n tha t exoti c cit y
where th e Lotto  is the mos t popula r game i n town afte r soccer , and piles of dream
books ar e sol d i n th e streets , containin g instruction s o n ho w t o deduc e lotter y
numbers fro m dreams . I  bough t man y suc h books—they wer e ver y cheap , th e
average pric e bein g abou t te n dollars - -and I stil l posses s fiv e differen t volumes ,
two o f whic h ar e anonymou s an d bea r th e followin g titles : L'antica  cabala  de l
Lotto—La vera  smorfa22 " and I I gran de libra  de i sogni —La smoifia. 23 L a vera  smotfia —
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24 •It mezzo  piu sicuro  d i vincere  a l Lotto i s the titl e o f a  book o f which I  posses s tw o
copies, on e wit h a  red an d th e othe r wit h a  yellow cover , identica l reprints o f a
small volum e publishe d i n Loreto , 1776 , presente d a s the wor k o f two authors ,
Fortunate Indovin o an d Albumaza r d a Carpenter i (figur e 8.1) . M y fift h boo k i s
attributed to a  certain Gustav Anders and calle d Dizionario dei sogni—10.000 sogni
interpretati e  relativi numeri  cabalistici. 25 Th e content s o f all these books are practically
identical, consistin g of lists o f numbers , fro m 1  to 90 , followe d b y drea m items ,
alphabetical lists of  dream items followed by  numbers, and  tables depicting drea m
items accompanied by the corresponding names and numbers (figures 8.2 and 8.3).
Four of them also contain lists of dream items followed by the mantic interpretations
of suc h items , wit h o r withou t th e correspondin g number . I n L'antica  cabala  del
Lotto, Incesto  correspond s t o numbe r 37 , Incestuare  t o 76 , an d Incestuoso  t o 88 . I n
It grande  libr o de i sogni,  Giacere  co n l a madre  ("t o li e wit h one' s ow n mother") ,
number 50 , i s followed by the captio n denota  sicurezza  ("denote s security") , while
the apparently more secure giacere con donna ("to lie with a woman"), 60 , is captioned
denota malanno  ("denote s misfortune") ; incesto,  61 , i s sai d t o denot e rui n (denota
gravi accidenti,  ruina).  Accordin g t o Gusta v Anders' s Dizionario  de i sogni,  Incesto  i s
also a  negativ e drea m omen : Sognare  rapporti  incestuosi  significa  ch e state per perdere
una posizione  rispettabile  e  che subirete un a perdita  negli  affari.  I  wil l no t translat e th e
words attribute d t o Anders , because Philippa Waring' s Omens  from Your  Dreams:
An A- Z t o the Mysteries o f Sleep, 26 state s under Incest:  "Fo r instance , a British book
of dream lore , publishe d i n th e 1920s , tol d it s readers: 'T o drea m o f incestuous
practices denote s you wil l fal l fro m honourabl e place s and wil l als o suffe r los s i n
business'"—and thi s statemen t amount s t o a  word-by-wor d translatio n o f th e
sentence i n th e Dizionario  de i sogni. Her e importan t question s aris e fo r moder n
philologists: ther e i s no reaso n to thin k tha t the autho r or redacto r o f the British
dream book published in the 1920 s quote d fro m an Italian prototype o f Anders's
book, o r tha t th e influenc e traveled i n th e opposit e direction , tha t is , from th e
British book t o th e Dizionario  de i sogni. I  will no t eve n tr y t o tackl e the problem ,
though I  think the two passage s derive from an unknown commo n source. I prefer
to poin t t o tw o importan t aspect s of this popular tradition o f dream books .

First: the conservativ e quality of the tradition in question . Th e formul a Giacere
con la madre. Denota  sicurezza  I  found in L'antica  cabala  de l Lotto is already present i n
my two copies of the booklet by Fortunate Indovino and Albumazar da Carpenteri
published in 1776 . Bu t thi s persistence through tw o centurie s seems insignifican t
if one compare s it t o th e persistenc e of the sam e formula attested by a  medieval
text tha t was pointed ou t t o m e b y Jean-Claude Schmitt. 27 Th e tex t i n questio n
is a  dream book , preserve d in Lati n an d i n Ol d English , belonging t o th e well -
known typ e of Somnialia  Danielis  and listing a series of dream items with th e mantic
interpretation o f eac h item . I n thi s lis t w e fin d th e followin g items : "[LXVII ]
Cum sorore  concumbere,  dampnum  significat;  [LXVIII ] Cu m matre,  securitatem  significat;
[LXIX| Cu m virgine  concumbere,  anxietatem significat, [LXX ] Gum coniuge  sua concumb-
ere, anxietatem  significat."  Th e correspondenc e between ite m LXVII I o f thi s tex t
and th e formul a Giacere  con la madre. Denota  sicurezza  i s perfect, whil e items LXIX



Figure 8.1 . I t mezzo  pi u sicur o d i vincere  a l Lotto (1776) , Frontispiece .

160



Figure 8.1 . (continued)
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Figure 8.2 . I t mezzo  pi u sicur o d i vincer e a l Lotto  (1776) , pp . 104-105 .
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Figure 8.2 . (continued)
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Figure 8.3 . I I grande- libr o de i sogni  (1990) , pp . 8-9 .
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Figure 8.3 . (continued)
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and LX X ca n wel l be compare d t o Giacere  co n donna. Denota  malanno.  This i s no t
the righ t place—an d I  a m no t th e righ t person—t o speculat e furthe r o n thi s
continuity, bu t surel y the matte r deserve s attention, an d a  careful researc h on th e
historical link s betwee n th e differen t drea m book s acros s a  whol e millenniu m
would b e rewarding .

The secon d aspec t I wish t o mentio n i s the proces s o f adding ne w an d ofte n
incongruous statements to the traditional ones. This may be exemplified by reading
from Philipp a Waring' s Omens  from  Your  Dreams,  wher e th e statemen t quote d
above is followed by the mention of "a recent dream study, published in America,"
that "underline d th e importanc e o f resisting the pressur e being place d upo n th e
subject" b y incestuou s dreams, becaus e "th e consequence s o f giving i n coul d b e
disastrous." The principl e underlyin g this process is the ide a tha t the ne w ma y be
added to the old in total disregard of the respective theoretical assumptions. Surely
the sam e genera l principl e account s for a  curiou s aspec t o f anothe r drea m boo k
of the sam e Italia n series I  have discussed , which I  purchased i n Rome i n 1995 :
La nuovissima  Smorfia  vincente.  Segni.  Numeri.  Lotto.  I n thi s volume , th e sectio n
devoted t o divinatio n i s replaced by a  similar alphabetic list o f dream items , eac h
of which i s followed by what th e edito r call s una dedfrazione psicologica.  In the shor t
introduction (pp . 5—8 ) th e ancien t traditio n o f dream divinatio n an d th e theorie s
of Freud ar e compared .

Would i t b e possibl e t o sugges t tha t th e sam e principl e o f mixin g differen t
materials without worryin g abou t contradictions explains the coexistence in som e
contemporary Europea n drea m book s o f tw o contrastin g manti c evaluation s o f
incestuous dreams , represented respectivel y b y th e serie s "to li e with one' s ow n
mother denote s security " an d b y th e series  "inces t denote s ruin" ? Surel y suc h a
suggestion i s th e exact  opposit e o f m y tentativ e interpretatio n o f Artemidorus' s
seeming incongruitie s a s aspects o f a  comple x bu t coheren t system . An d surel y
there i s some logic i n the juxtaposition o f the apparentl y diverging interpretation s
we find in modern drea m books, because incest in general is consistently qualifie d
by those texts as negative, while th e specifi c type of incest consisting of intercourse
with one' s mother is always presented as a positive omen: the forme r i s associated
with insecurity , whil e th e meanin g o f th e latte r i s said to b e th e exac t opposite .
Angelo Brelic h ma y wel l hav e bee n to o pessimisti c i n hi s judgment o f moder n
dream divination , a s well a s of the correspondin g ancien t practice .

Notes

1. Brelic h 1966 : 294-295.
2. Foucaul t 1984 . I have use d Pack' s editio n (1963 ) o f Artemidorus.
3. The  literar y evidenc e for the  existenc e of  a rich conventiona l taxonomy of  sexual

intercourse i n th e Gree k an d Roma n tradition i s ample, an d th e sam e ma y b e sai d o f th e
evidence from th e visua l arts . For the Roman world, a good bibliography and some plausible
suggestions ar e foun d i n Richli n 1992 . Foucault's contributio n t o th e stud y o f ancien t
sexuality is important, bu t a  healthy reaction t o Foucault' s too rapi d generalizations , a s well
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as t o th e Foucaultia n view s o f Winkler 1990 , i s to b e foun d in Bowersoc k 1994 : 77-9 8
(the chapte r i s called "Th e Realit y o f Dreams") .

4. De l Corno 1969 .
5. Oppenhei m 1956 ; Oppenhei m 1966 .
6. Brescian i 1994: 484-486 ; 719-724. I  have also consulted Sauneron 1959 : 33-38,

with slightl y differen t translations .
7. Bowersoc k 1994 : 79-87 .
8. Bowersoc k 1994 : 81 .
9. O n th e literar y and semanti c aspects o f this episode, se e Poli 1993 .

10. Guidorizz i 1988 : XXVI .
11. Devereu x 1976 : XXV-XXVI .
12. Pric e 1986 .
13. Vernan t 1986 .
14. Lorau x 1993 .
15. O n th e attributio n an d datin g o f this narrative, see Loraux 1993 : 22—23 .
16. Lorau x 1993 : 22 .
17. Fo r th e classificatio n of dreams in antiquit y and later , se e Kilborne 1987 , L e Goff

1985.
18. Fo r the socia l implications of Artemidorus's classificatio n o f dreams, see Bowersock

1994: 79-87 .
19. Mannhei m 1987 .
20. Artemidor o d i Daldi 1976 .
21. Se e Bowersock, 1994 : 84 .
22. Anonymou s 1992 .
23. Anonymou s 1990 .
24. Indovin o an d Carpenter i 198 8 [1776] .
25. Ander s 1991 .
26. Warin g 1993 .
27. Forste r 1910 .
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Idolum and  Imago

Roman Dreams an d Dream Theorie s

Hubert Canci k

1. Th e Drea m i n Roma n Religio n

1.1. Practiced  Religion

1.1.1. (a ) Dreams an d drea m interpretatio n d o no t hav e a  specifi c plac e i n
Roman publi c religion . However , th e Romans di d much t o develop  divination .
There wa s a  colleg e tha t specialize d in augury ; i t interprete d species , numbers,
and directio n o f fligh t a s wel l a s the crie s o f birds . Th e haruspices  analyze d th e
entrails of sacrificial animals , read the sign s on th e livers , and interpreted lightnin g
flashes an d monstrositie s o f al l kinds. In addition , th e Roman s cultivate d ecstati c
inspirational prophesying: the Sibylline sayings, preserved in oracular books, whic h
were elucidate d b y th e quindecemvirs . Non e o f these , however , specialize d in
dreams. Dreams wer e not a n element o f Roman stat e religion i n thei r own right .

In the rare  event that the gods indicated their wil l through a  dream, the drea m
was dealt with through the officia l channels generally prescribed for omens affectin g
the state. 1 A n example: 2 th e grea t games o f Jupiter wer e onc e interrupte d b y a n
evil sig n withou t i t being noticed . Therefore , Jupiter appeare d three times in th e
dreams o f a  disbelievin g peasant , demanding th e "renewal " (instauratio)  o f th e
games. Finally , afflicte d wit h a  terrible disease , th e peasan t reported hi s dream t o
the senate , that is, the consuls . The peasan t immediately recovered from hi s illness,
and th e senat e "examined" th e drea m an d ordere d th e game s to b e repeated . In
this manner the dream was integrated into the Roman syste m of prodigies (prodigia).

(b) Whe n th e cul t o f Asclepiu s was take n fro m Epidauro s to Rom e i n 29 1

169
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B.C., the practic e of incubation wa s adopted a s well: th e patien t found his remedy
in a  dream vision . However , onl y a  few inscription s ar e know n fro m th e shrin e
on the Tiber island that testify t o cures induced b y incubation. T o m y knowledge ,
no trace s o f thi s drea m oracl e ar e eviden t i n th e poetr y an d pros e o f Rome. 3

Cicero recommende d seein g a  docto r rathe r tha n dreamin g i n th e templ e o f
Asclepius; Cicer o als o intende d fo r "al l authorit y o f dreams t o b e lifted. "

The contras t with Gree k religio n i s considerable. Earl y i n th e thir d centur y
A.D., Tertullian draws up a list of dream oracles:5 Amphiaraos near Oropus, Amphi-
lochos nea r Mallus , Sarpedo n i n th e Troad , Trophoniu s i n Boeotia , Mopsu s i n
Cilicia, Hermione in Macedonia, and Pasiphae in Laconia. Although th e list, which
Tertullian adopte d fro m hi s olde r contemporar y Hermippu s o f Berytos , i s no t
complete, i t i s notable tha t n o mentio n o f a n Italia n dream oracl e i s made, no t
even o f the Asclepiu s shrine on th e Tibe r islan d in Rome.

1.1.2. (a ) Thus, dreamin g wa s onl y o f minor significanc e in Roma n publi c
religion, namel y withi n th e framewor k o f the prodigi a an d th e cul t o f Asclepius.
In their private religion, however , th e Romans made great use of dream interpreta -
tions, to the great annoyance of the official cul t functionaries. Privately, the Romans
turned to independent specialists , who interpreted dreams for payment. For Cicero,
these coniectores  somniorum  wer e o n th e sam e leve l a s the stree t haruspices  an d th e
circus astrologers, as the Marsi c augurs and th e interpreters of lots, as necromancers
and the (dream?) interpreters of the Isi s religion. Contrar y t o augury, interpretation
of oracles, analysis of entrails, and the procuratio of prodigies by the state' s specialists,
the hustling of the private specialists was generally an unwelcomed 'parallel  religion,'
viewed a s pure superstition, trickery, and avarice. If divination was to be tolerated ,
the stat e needed t o monopoliz e th e privileg e o f interpretation.

(b) The "Lot s of St. Gall" provid e an example pa r excellence of the interpreta -
tion o f private dreams . The Sortes  Sangallenses  are a  subancient collection o f oracle
replies tha t hav e com e dow n t o u s i n th e Code x 90 8 o f St . Gal l (sixt h centur y
A.D.).7 Part s o f th e collectio n dat e bac k t o th e thir d o r fourt h centur y A.D . As
demonstrated b y parallel s t o othe r collection s o f oracle s an d th e Italia n bronz e
lots, th e metho d an d numerous interpretation s dat e back to th e Republica n era .
Roman lo t oracle s existe d i n Praeneste , Antium , Ostia , Caere , Clitumnus , an d
Patavium.

The castin g of lots was used to decid e various problems o f daily life, a s we ca n
see from th e followin g examples from the Sortes  Sangallenses:  Shoul d I  take a trip?
Should I  make m y will ? I s my busines s partner deceivin g me ? Wil l I  succee d i n
my attemp t t o fle e fro m slavery ? Will I  wi n th e cour t case ? Wil l I  receiv e th e
inheritance, the treasure, the office? The relevan t answers regarding the significance
of dream s ar e a s follows:

II/no. V  Visum  utilern  (! ) m m est;  sed cave  n e mamas  inimicoru m imidias.
III/no. V I Visa  fanlasmatae sunl.
IV/no. VI I Obscrva  isturn  visum,  n e forte  i n laqueo  incidas.
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V/no. VII I Vera  sunt  visa;  observa,  n e aliquo  damno  incunas.
VI/no. I X Visa  ve m sunt et lucmbis.
VII/no. X  Magnum  visum  vidisti, ut scias; honorem cum hereditatem (! ) tibi significat.
VIII/no. X I No n utilem  visum  vidisti;  observa  horn  mala.
IX/no. XI I Visum  bonum  vidisti;  unde  no n spaas, lucravis.

Thus, th e meanin g o f th e drea m wa s indicate d throug h th e castin g o f lots .
Should the cleromancy have been performed in an urban temple—such a s a shrine
of Fortuna—and no t b y a  private entrepreneu r o r a  traveling soothsaye r with a n
interpretation manual, the private dream was bound to public religion. For example,
the lots were cas t or drawn fro m a special cup (phimos ) in front of the god's imag e
with eithe r dic e o r engrave d sticks.

1.2. The  Dream  in  the  Scheme  of  Divination Types

1.2.1. Eve n i n antiquity , bot h religiou s scholar s an d philosopher s trie d t o
integrate divinatio n int o thei r systems , such as the doctrine o f the soul , epistemol-
ogy, theology , cosmology , o r th e four-element s theor y (Varro) . The followin g
divination schem e ha s come dow n to u s through a  Roman augu r an d studen t o f
the skeptica l academy:

Probably th e schem e stem s from the Stoi c tradition , i n which clea r model s wer e
particularly popular . Th e Stoic s wer e als o known fo r thei r divisio n accordin g t o
ars an d natura,  an d the y devote d significan t treatment t o theme s o f "divination "
and "dream. " Cicero , ou r sourc e o f this scheme , generall y relie d o n Zen o and
Kleanthes fo r hi s accoun t o f divination . H e cites—probabl y onl y indirectly —
the followin g definitio n fro m Chrysippos' s boo k O n Dreams  (Peri  enupnion):15

Somniorum coniectionem  esse  vim  cernentem  et  explanantem, quae  a  diis  hominibus  signifi-
centur i n somniis.  "Th e interpretatio n o f dream s i s a  facult y whic h i s critica l an d
exegetical o f those things which are indicated to men by the gods in their dreams. "

Aside fro m thes e three earlie r Stoics , Cicero cite s a  number o f younger Stoics
as sources for hi s treatise : Diogenes o f Babylon, Antipater of Tarsos , and th e fiv e
books o n divinatio n by Poseidonios of Apamca. Poseidonios was the mos t recent
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of thes e treatise s an d probabl y Cicero' s immediat e source . Al l thes e work s o n
divination certainl y als o treated dreams .

Cicero dre w hi s theories an d many example s o f Greek dream s fro m the Stoi c
tradition. I t is striking that Cicero made no mention of what is, to my knowledge ,
the onl y Lati n wor k "O n Dreams. " Hi s friend , P . Nigidiu s Figulu s (ca . 100-45
B.C.), a  polyhisto r an d Pythagorea n lik e M . Terentiu s Varro , wrot e o f privat e
augury, entrails , and astrology , as  well as  of dreams.17 Aside from Nigidius , at  the
end o f th e Republi c clearl y n o Roma n monograph s existe d tha t treate d eithe r
divination o r dreams.

About 21 0 A.D. , Tertullian compile d a  catalogue o f authors wh o ha d writte n
on dreams: Artemon , Antiphon, Strato , Philochorus, Epicharmus, Serapion , Crat-
ippus, Dionysius Rhodius , Hermippos . Amon g thes e nine names  there i s not on e
Latin author. Tertullia n use s the las t of these as his source—Hermippos of Berytos,
who lef t u s the lis t of dream oracles . No work s o f these authors have com e dow n
to us . On th e othe r hand , Tertullia n di d no t us e the onl y boo k o n dream s tha t
has com e dow n to us , written b y his older contemporary , Artemidoru s o f Daldis.

1.2.1. Th e longes t drea m in Roman literature fills the sixt h book of Cicero' s
treatise O n the State. Cicero replace s the philosophically offensiv e journey into the
underworld o f the Pamphylia n Er a s described i n hi s model, Plato' s Republic,  with
a drea m o f th e youn g Scipio , i n whic h hi s fathe r teache s him abou t th e natur e
and fat e o f the soul . However , eve n th e dream—lik e eschatologica l myth—ha d
to be justified as a form of philosophical communication . Earl y in his commentar y
on Cicero' s Somnium  Scipionis,  whic h encompasse s tw o volume s (ca . 400 A.D.) ,
Macrobius developed th e following drea m theory.20 There are five types of dreams:
somnium, visio,  omculum;  insomnium,  visum. Only th e firs t thre e form s are suitabl e
for divination. Insomnium only mirrors the troubles of the body (gluttony, hunger),
the sou l (love , the threa t o f an ambush) , o r professio n (t o win o r los e a n office) .
The visum  appears in the transitiona l state between sleepin g and waking an d causes
anxiety an d nightmares .

Macrobius explain s tha t th e drea m o f Scipio , o n th e contrary , combine s th e
characteristics of vision, oracle, and dream in a narrower sense . It is a vision because
he see s th e site s a t whic h th e sou l wil l tarr y afte r death ; i t i s a n oracl e becaus e
honorable person s teac h him ; i t i s a dream "becaus e th e profundit y o f the thing s
he i s told i s concealed by a  cryptic wisdom an d ca n only b e reveale d throug h th e
science o f interpretation." I n th e narrowe r sense , however, th e drea m itsel f has
five aspects :

(a) I t concern s th e dreame r personally , wh o learn s wha t lie s ahea d fo r hi m
(individual eschatology) : somnium proprium.

(b) I t als o concerns th e futur e o f other humans : somnium alienum.
(c) I t concern s the dreame r an d othe r person s together : somnium commune.
(d) I t predict s th e victor y o f Rome, th e downfal l o f Carthage , an d Rome' s

future history : somnium publicum.
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(e) Th e dreame r see s th e heavens , th e path s o f th e star s an d th e eart h fro m
above: sotnnium  genemle.

The drea m tha t Cicer o compose d fo r th e final e o f hi s analysi s of the stat e is
thus a  perfec t divinatio n dream . Clearly , thi s drea m theor y wa s neither though t
up by Macrobius nor create d specially for the introductio n t o his commentary o n
the Sotnnium  Scipionis.  Th e parallel s t o Cicer o an d Artemidorus demonstrat e tha t
here we are dealing with dream theory just as the much scorned coniectores  somniorum
had develope d it .

1.3. Summary

This analysi s o f dream s in Roma n publi c an d privat e religio n demonstrate s tha t
in Rome dream s wer e relatively insignifican t whe n compare d t o othe r type s o f
Roman divinatio n o r t o Gree k religion . Thi s explain s Cicero's radica l rejection
of dream interpretations in his treatise On Divination, which h e wrote afte r havin g
been a  member o f th e hig h colleg e o f augurs for te n years— a rejection eve n o f
"clear," "theorematic" dreams . Each dream interpretation is a result of superstition;
superstition needs to be eradicated in the interes t of true religion. Thi s i s the ton e
struck i n the conclusio n o f his work o n prophesying— a notabl e contributio n t o
religious enlightenmen t i n ancien t Rome.

Perhaps on e coul d compar e th e dream' s relativ e insignificance and it s clearly
subordinate role i n Roman religion t o additional peculiarities within thi s religion .
Three analogie s could be mentione d i n thi s context:

(a) Th e limitatio n of inspirational divination to the interpretation of the "can -
onized" and secre t Sibylline books throug h a  collegium  o f specialists;

(b) Th e repressio n o f the Dionysia n cult s in Ital y since 18 6 B.C.;
(c) The  regulatio n of  the Mate r Magn a religion at  the tim e of  its adoption in

Rome (201-196 B.C.) .

This conclusio n appear s t o confir m th e ol d stereotyp e o f th e sobe r Roman :
without fantasy , pedantic, not possessing either original myths or original mysteries.
We will see, however, tha t Roman religion did not represent all of Roma n culture.

2. Idolum —Imago: Lucretius o n Dream s

2.1. "The  Confused  Dreams"  (Cic.  div. 2,59,122)

2.1.1. Somnia  divina  putanda  no n sunt. "Dream s ar e no t t o b e considere d as
divine."24 Accordin g to Cicero , thi s i s als o vali d fo r clea r dreams; h e ha s alread y
dismissed th e "bewilderin g an d confused " ones. 25 Complet e wildnes s ca n rag e
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freely i n dream s whil e reaso n sleeps . Following Plato , Cicero' s firs t exampl e o f
this typ e o f drea m i s one o f intercours e wit h th e mothe r o r wit h anyon e else ,
whether man or god, often eve n with a wild animal ; then "slaughtering somebody ,
or heinousl y stainin g oneself with th e bloo d o f murder an d makin g man y thing s
impure an d revolting arbitrarily and shamelessly." These dream s can be taken int o
account neither withi n religious divination no r within th e philosophical reflection
about thi s practice.

2.1.2, Cicer o claim s tha t dream s canno t b e "observed. " Thu s the y ar e no t
objects suitable for empirical study:26 "There are innumerable variations. Nothing
can b e though t s o absurd , s o disjointed , o r s o monstrou s tha t w e canno t drea m
it: How ca n we , then, gras p these infinite, original [dreams ] in ou r memories , o r
describe the m a s a result o f ou r observations? "

Stars ar e subject to natura l laws; astrology is a science. Dreams ar e not subjec t
to natura l laws; a  science of dreams is thus not possible . In thi s manner, muddled ,
fantastic, disorderl y dream s are excluded by both Stoi c an d Academic philosophy .
They ar e useless for divinatio n an d d o no t attes t to th e existenc e o f sympatheti c
coherence i n th e univers e o r o f providence . Accordingly , Epicurea n theology ,
which relieve s it s god s o f al l worries abou t human s an d th e world , provide s a
different, mor e ope n acces s to th e worl d o f dreams . W e begi n wit h Lucretius' s
atomistic theor y o f perception .

2.2. "Everything  Is Full  of  Images" (Cic.  div.  2,67,137 )

2.2.1. Idolum —Imago—Simulacrum (a ) Atomistic philosophy interpret s dream s
both physicall y an d sensually . Dreams  ar e no t sen t b y th e gods , a s the "atomic "
gods do not troubl e themselve s with the world o r humans. Therefore , dream s are
no prodigies . Neithe r ar e they proo f o f the immortalit y o f the soul , thoug h w e
often drea m o f dead persons. But dream s are proof of the existenc e o f gods, thei r
human form , an d thei r fortune , whic h human s canno t distur b eithe r throug h
pleading o r praise.

(b) Dreams do not stem from memory;28 rather, they penetrate the sleeper from
without.29 Al l thing s an d persons—eve n th e gods—continuousl y releas e vagu e
images (idola,  imagines,  simulacra)  whic h fl y through spac e in al l directions: 30

principio ho c dice,  rerum  simulacra vagari
multa modis  multis  in  cunctas  undique partis
tenuia .  .  .

These image s ar e exac t double s i n substance , bu t the y ar e infinitel y mor e
delicate tha n thei r originals ; the y ar e no t symbol s o f the object s themselves , bu t
reproductions tha t ar e identica l i n color , form , quality , an d size . They stimulat e
the senses , whic h i n tur n release their ow n images ; these the n ente r th e mind:31
"Everything is full of images. 32 Drea m images are so delicate that they can penetrate
the bod y directly without mediation o f the senses .



Idolum and Imago 1 75

(c) The drea m images do exist; they are physically determinable, a s is everything
else in this world. Thus , according to the enlightened and religio-critical philosoph y
of Lucretius , even th e mythica l crossbreed s have a n existence . The y ar e no t lie s
of the poets ; rather, the y ar e hybrids o f images o f various origin suc h as man an d
horse, o r do g an d woman : Centaurs , Scylles , Cerberus . Thes e image s hav e thei r
own movement : The y ca n appea r i n thin ai r sponte  su a (4,746).

Lucretius, a s a  poet , wa s extremel y fascinate d b y thi s worl d o f images . A n
overview o f hi s theor y o f perceptio n i n th e fourt h boo k o f hi s didacti c poe m
serves t o illustrat e his emphases.

2.2.2. Th e Structure  o f Lucretius's  D e rerum  natura,  book 4  Th e psycholog y o f
perception an d thought i s the topic of the fourth book. The first and larger section
of th e boo k reiterate s th e eidola  teaching s o f th e Gree k atomist s (vv.  1-822) .
Lucretius proves th e existenc e o f eidola  an d describe s their particula r nature : the y
are particularly small , delicate , an d invisible , an d thei r genesi s and movemen t ar e
rapid. Lucretius applies this theory t o perception an d thought (vv.  216—822), sight,
hearing (vv. 524—614), taste and smell (vv. 615—721). He inserts an abrupt caesura at
this point, a t which he clarifies yet again in theoretical formulations the relationship
between perceptio n an d thought ; ther e i s no significan t difference between th e
two, accordin g to his conception. H e begins the book's secon d large section at this
point (vv . 823-1287). He does not, as one might expect , outline a n epistemological
theory; rather , h e applie s the theoretica l teaching s t o psychologicall y interestin g
anomalies suc h as "sleep/dream" an d "love. "

In this text, Lucretius demonstrates a specific interest in the imaginative activities
of consciousness . Th e imaginar y figment s ar e t o b e assigne d directl y t o thes e
imaginative activitie s of consciousness. Therefore, Lucretiu s has already described
in grea t detail the phenomena o f mirror and echo effects , o f shadow, perspective ,
and refractio n i n th e firs t sectio n o f hi s book ; h e describe s th e anomalie s an d
exceptions i n greate r detai l tha n th e activitie s o f perception an d though t whic h
are, i n hi s view, "normal. " Tru e t o Lucretius' s particular psychologica l interest ,
the conclusio n o f hi s fourth book—De rebus  Veneriis —does not constitut e som e
exterior facet , perhap s springing fro m som e biographica l experienc e tha t ca n n o
longer b e verified ; instead , i t i s th e logica l consequenc e o f th e structur e tha t
underlies the whole of the fourth book. Both the imaginative activities of conscious-
ness an d th e imaginar y object s fil l th e fourt h boo k fro m th e outset . I t i s no t
surprising that Lucretius closes the boo k wit h th e dangerou s effectivenes s o f these
figments. H e therefor e deal s with th e Seve n Dreams  an d the patholog y o f love a t
the close of his fourth book. The structure of this fourth book is probably Lucretius's
original work ; i t canno t b e derive d fro m hi s Greek sources .

2.3. The  Seven Dreams (4,1011-1036)

2.3.1 A t the penultimat e point o f the fourth book, prio r t o th e patholog y of
love, th e treatis e D e somno  e t somnii s constitute s th e clima x o f th e theor y o f
perception. Th e 13 3 verses (4,907-961 and 4,961-1036) ar e marked by their ow n
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internal proem. The par t on dreams is nearly twice as long as that on the physiolog y
of sleep (4,916-961) .

The passag e ca n be divide d int o thre e subsections :

(a) Th e repetition of the activities of humans, while awake, in dreams (962-986)
(b) Th e repetitio n o f th e activitie s o f animals , while awake , i n dream s (987 —

1010)
(c) Th e seve n dream s

The firs t examinatio n o f huma n dream s (962-986 ) show s friendl y images: 34 o n
one hand , th e practic e o f professionals—solicitors , generals , seamen , and , a s th e
highlight, "u s poets." Th e latte r continue t o compose o n the nature of things eve n
in their dreams ; then, o n the other hand , there is a long theatre dream . Th e secon d
examination o f huma n dream s i s oppressive . I t i s difficul t t o se e wh y Lucretiu s
brings i n seve n frightfu l dream s just a t th e end—i s i t onl y t o prepar e u s for th e
horrors o f the patholog y o f love? '

The followin g dream s ar e described:

1. War : th e dreame r screams as though (quasi  si ) he was about t o be strangled .
2. Anima l fight : th e dreame r scream s a s though (quasi)  h e wa s abou t t o b e

devoured.
3. Man y tal k i n thei r dream s an d "ver y often " i n th e proces s divulg e thei r

secrets.
4. Fallin g dream : th e dreame r fall s headfirs t a s thoug h (quasi)  fro m a  high

mountain, h e wake s wit h a  start , an d i s beside himsel f (quasi  mente  captus).
5. Thirs t dream : th e dreame r drink s th e whol e rive r an d yet remain s thirsty.
6. Urin e dream : th e dreame r "often " believe s h e i s sitting o n th e latrin e an d

"wets" th e preciou s Babylonia n sheets.
7. Pollutio n dream : i n puberty, image s o f some beautifu l bod y "often " pene -

trate th e sleeper , h e spill s "enormou s floods " o f sperm , "a s i f [quasi  si ]
everything wa s carried through" and soil s hi s gown.

The seve n dreams are arranged according to th e principles of increasing lengt h
and intensity. 36 The rea l traces of the dreame d experienc e becom e eve r stronger :
shouts, corporis  aestus,  urine, semen . Lucretiu s stresses tha t "many " people "often "
dream o f such things.37 The illusionar y nature of the dreame d event s is emphasized
by the phras e quasi ("a s if"), whic h i s repeated five times. O n th e othe r hand , th e
idols ar e real ; the y reall y d o penetrat e th e bod y o f th e sleepe r an d arous e him .
The poe t wa s obviously ver y interested i n the blending of imaginary experience s
with reality .

2.3.3. Thank s to atomistic philosophy, the abandonment of divine providence,
and th e huma n ar t o f divination , a Roman poe t wa s abl e t o creat e a  tex t calle d
"On Slee p an d Dreams, " a s we fin d i t a t th e en d o f Lucretius' s fourt h boo k o n
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the philosophy o f nature. The continuatio n of the text confirms this interpretation.
The las t o f the Seve n Dream s serve s as a transition t o th e patholog y o f love .

Dreams ca n ro b human s o f thei r reason. 38 Th e idol a o f a  remove d belove d ca n
drive th e love r int o a  frenzy :

ulcus enim  vivesdt  e t invetersci t alendo
inque dies  gliscit furor atque  aerumna  gravescit.

Lust cannot b e satisfie d b y sexual pleasure. Rather, the lover , confronte d wit h
the image s o f his beloved, find s himsel f i n a  situation simila r to dreamin g h e ha d
an overabundanc e o f water yet wa s unable to quenc h hi s thirst with the dream' s
images (vv . 1097 ff.). The patholog y o f love demonstrate s human susceptibilit y to
the imaginar y figments , whose physics , mechanics, an d perceptio n ar e described
in the fourth book.

3. Dream s in Latin Literature

3.1. Imaginary  Motives and  Imaginative  Activities of  Consciousness

3.1.1. I n agreement wit h classica l dream interpretation, classica l literature de-
scribes primarily "clear " dreams and those depicting the future, whic h correspond s
to its respective dream interpretation. The drea m is used as a prospective connective,
that is , compositionally, an d thus set s the stag e for an action . A  quote fro m a  seer
or an oracle could ofte n stand in it s stead. Memory dreams, which mirro r moods ,
feelings, and desires of the dreamer rather than an action, appea r only rarely. Those
dreams consistin g mainl y o f actio n ar e generall y les s psychologicall y interesting .
However, a n increase of psychological elements in the history of classical literature
is certainl y eviden t here . A  compilatio n o f th e drea m element s an d thei r logica l
connections from all the dreams of antiquity, however, results in a surprising dearth
of scope. A comparison between th e dream texts of antiquity and those of modern
psychology demonstrate s a  much greate r diversit y an d breadth i n th e latter . Th e
range o f theme s an d motif s i n thes e dream s seem s t o b e muc h greate r tha n i n
those o f classical antiquity . Th e followin g genuin e drea m element s ca n be foun d
in the literature of antiquity: attempting to grasp the dream image; sudden changes
of scenery, which cros s the natural spatial boundaries; dreams in which the dreamer
has the urg e to stretch , to urinate , or in whic h th e dreame r fall s o r is hindered i n
some way; a  few dreams of memory an d anxiety; nightmares ; some erotic dreams;
and very rarely dreams in which lifeles s object s are transformed into living beings.
In addition , thes e imaginar y motif s i n antiquit y ar e limite d t o severa l typical
situations. Thus , th e blendin g of reality and th e drea m worl d i n th e literatur e of
antiquity onl y occur s during drowsiness ; that is , the interspersio n of realit y with
dream element s rarel y exists . I n mode m literature , on th e othe r hand , on e ca n
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readily observ e th e reversa l of dream worl d an d reality— a moder n expansio n o f
a moti f already laid ou t i n antiquity .

The sam e developmen t i s apparent i n th e literar y histor y o f drea m motif s as
of other imaginary or unreal motifs: they are abundant in the pre- an d postclassical
literature, bu t ar e represse d durin g th e classica l an d classicisti c epochs; the y ar e
more extensiv e in al l periods of Roman literature , including it s classical era , tha n
in Gree k literature . They are quite widesprea d i n modern manneris t literature .

3.1.2. Roma n literat i linke d th e drea m moti f t o othe r imaginar y motif s and
imaginative acts of consciousness. They placed the dream in twilight, the ambivalen t
hours between da y and night, o r in the phases of parting, of waiting, of fluctuation,
before a  battle.

The text s of Ovid and Lucan, two postclassica l poets of the early Empire, serv e
to illustrate this set of motifs and the embeddin g o f the dream motif . Understand -
ably, dream s coul d develo p easil y in th e metamorphic , mythica l world Ovi d had
created; myth i s the subject matter Ovid used for psychological experiments . Ovi d
very ofte n applie d th e possibilitie s tha t ar e containe d i n motif s suc h a s dream ,
twilight, mirror , an d echo to depic t imaginary and unreal scenes. Lucan o r Statius
may hav e surpasse d Ovid in individua l instances , such as in th e poetr y o f horror .
Nonetheless, Ovid' s wor k i s th e mos t manneris t o f th e literatur e i n antiquity ,
insofar a s it i s rich wit h manneris t motifs.

3.2. Ovid's  Dreams

3.2.1. Dream  an d Metamorphosis (Ovid,  Metamorphoses  7,634—643 : The Drea m
of Aiacu s )  Whil e watchin g swarmin g ant s in a  high oa k tre e on e day , Aiacus,
King o f Aigina, request s Zeus t o provid e hi m wit h a s many subject s a s there ar e
ants in the tree. He fall s asleep, and his troubles continue. In his dream, he continues
to se e the oa k tree an d th e arm y o f ants. Then th e ants

A noble r Form , an d large r Bulk receiv'd ,
And o n th e Eart h walk' d a n unusua l Pace,
With manl y Strides , and a n erecte d Face ;
Their num'rou s Legs , and forme r Colou r lost ,
The Insect s cou'd a  Human Figur e boast .

The drea m continue s th e experienc e o f consciousnes s and i s a  typica l wis h
dream. I t appear s to continu e i n reality:

I wake , an d wakin g fin d m y care s again,
And t o th e unperformin g Gods complain.
And cal l thei r Promise , an d Pretence s vain.
Yet i n m y Cour t I  hear d th e murm'rin g Voic e
Of Strangers , an d a  rnixt uncommon Noise :
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But I  suspecte d al l was stil l a  Dream,
'Till Telamo n to m y Apartment came,
Op'ning the Door with an impetuous Haste ,
o come , sai d he , an d se e your Faith an d Hopes surpast :
I follow, and, confus' d wit h wonder, view
Those Shape s which my presaging Slumbers drew:
I saw , and own'd , an d call' d them Subjects .  . .

It i s the Myrmidons , th e an t people .
Ovid clearl y depicts the blending o f the drea m experienc e an d reality for th e

awakening dreamer ; thus, this passage can be termed a  description o f irreality: th e
imaginary figment s gai n reality . The fac t tha t th e anima l o f metamorphosis i s an
ant accounts for another mannerist motif. Ovid appears to have inserted the dream
motif into the Aiacus story. With Ovid, a realization of dream experiences is quite
possible, as the "rea l world" of the metamorphose s possesses many characteristic s
of a dream world .

3.2.2. Nightmare  (Ovid,  Metamorphoses  8,816-829 : The Dream of Erysichthon)
Similarly, Ovi d embroider s realit y with drea m element s i n anothe r o f his dream
narratives; however, Erysichthon' s dream is a nightmare, not a  wish dream. Gener-
ally o n bad term s with th e goddes s Ceres , Fame s (hunger ) nonetheless obey s he r
order an d enter s Erysichthon's house (81 6 ff.):

'Twas Night , when entring Erisichthon's Room,
Dissolv'd in Sleep , and thoutles s o f his Doom,
She clasp' d hi s Limbs; b y impiou s Labour tir'd ,
With battis h Wings , but he r whol e sel f inspir'd;
Breath'd o n hi s Throat an d Ches t a tainting Blast,
And i n hi s Veins infus'd a n endles s Fast.
The Tas k dispatch'd awa y th e Fur y flies
From plenteous Regions, an d from rip'nin g Skies;
To he r ol d barren North th e wings her Speed ,
And Cottage s distress'd with pinching Need.

To thi s event, which i s formulated in mythological language , Ovid then links the
account of the dream experience and the sleeper's reaction to what he experienced
in the drea m (82 3 ff) :

Still slumbers Erisichthon's Senses drown,
And soot h his Fancy with their softed Down .
He dreams  o f Viands delicate to eat,
And revel s o n imaginar y Meat;
Chaws with his working Mouth, but chaw s i n vain ,
And tire s hi s grinding Teeth with fruitless Pain ;
Deludes hi s Throat with visionary Fare ,
Feasts o n th e Wind, an d banquets o n th e Air.
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This dream experience continues in reality. Erysichthon devour s all that the earth ,
the oceans , and the ai r provide, ye t constantly demands more. Th e meal' s origina l
purpose suddenl y change s completely, th e hunge r increases , until finally (877 f.):

His Muscles with a  furious Bit e h e tore ,
Gorg'd hi s own tatter' d Flesh , an d gulp'd hi s Gore .

The narrativ e closes with this paradox, and thus describes perfectly the perverse
character o f th e event . Thi s perversion , however , i s a  blending o f drea m worl d
and reality , which coul d be describe d schematically as follows:

The normal :
in th e dream : Eating—no t bein g satiate d
in reality : Eating—bein g satiate d

Perversion:
in reality : Eating—a s in th e dream , no t bein g satiated

Ovid contrast s his description o f Erysichthon, wh o coul d devou r th e whol e
world ye t starves , to hunge r (Fames).  Lik e a  living corpse , h e nourishe s himsel f
with a few meager herbs (vv. 799 ff.). His description contains elements o f morbid
nightmare poetry.

3.2.3. Th e Erotic Wish  Dream  (Ovid,  Metamorphoses  9,468-517 : The Drea m o f
Byblis) Her e Ovi d als o links the dream motif with the theme of perversion. What
interests us in thi s context , however, i s the fac t tha t Ovid describes not onl y ho w
reality continue s to exis t within th e dream , bu t als o how th e dream t experienc e
influences the conduc t of the dreamer in reality. Thus, "irreality " i s also the them e
of this passage.

Byblis loves her brother Caunus . While conscious, she forbids hersel f to dwel l
on this ; i n he r dreams , however, sh e feel s i t permissibl e t o liv e he r desire s (vv.
468 ff.):

Yet wakin g stil l sh e watch'd he r strugglin g Breast,
And Love' s Approaches were i n vain address'd,
'Til gentl e Sleep a n eas y Conques t made ,
And i n he r sof t Embrac e th e Conquero r wa s laid.
But o h to o soo n th e pleasin g Vision fled,
And lef t he r blushin g on th e consciou s Bed[.]

Naturally, sh e awakens doubtful and uncertai n (vv . 479 f) :

How bless'd , ho w pleas'd , ho w happ y shou'd I  be !
But unregarde d no w mus t bear m y Pain ,
And, bu t i n Dreams , m y Wishe s can obtain .
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She the n experience s th e complet e desir e o f th e drea m onc e agai n i n he r
memory: u t meminisse iuvat. In this manner, Ovid reconciles the following imagina -
tive activitie s o f consciousness : dream, vacillation , and memory. Bu t b y realizin g
Byblis' dreams , memor y goe s on e ste p beyon d th e dreame d experience . Th e
perverse characte r o f her wishe s is indicated b y a  play o n word s (vv.  48 3 f) :

quam bene,  Caune,  tu o poteram nurus  esse  parenti !
quam bene,  Caune,  meo  poteras gener esse  parenti!

Ovid continues the realization of the dreamed experience with a fourth imagina -
tive activit y o f consciousness . Byblis interpret s he r drea m an d seek s to discove r
hints pointing to  possibilities of realizing her desires (she lists numerous mythologica l
examples o f sibling s married t o on e another) . B y doin g so , sh e anticipate s such
fulfillment, an d i s onl y hindere d b y renewe d vacillation . Finally , afte r muc h
hesitation—Ovid indicate s this through a  series of consecutively briefer questions
and answers—sh e resolves to writ e a  letter t o he r brothe r confessin g her lov e fo r
him. Whil e sh e i s writing th e letter , however , ne w doubt s overcom e her , an d
only afte r muc h hesitatio n does she send it . Thi s narrativ e barely touche s on th e
dream itself and contains few imaginary elements. However, th e story demonstrates
the connectio n betwee n variou s imaginative activitie s of consciousness.

3.2.4. Morpheus  an d Metamorphosis (Ovid,  Metamorphoses  11,63 3 ff.: The Drea m
of Alcyone) Th e drea m o f Alcyone, i n which he r drowned husban d appears with
a we t bear d an d drippin g hair , contain s fe w genuin e drea m elements . O n th e
contrary, Ovid often emphasize s that Morpheus, wh o appear s instead of Alcyone's
husband, resembles Ceyx completel y in his gestures, voice, an d appearance. Upon
learning o f the deat h o f her husband , Alcyone crie s in he r slee p and trie s to hol d
on t o th e dream' s escapin g image ; sh e wake s hersel f wit h he r ow n cries . Afte r
awakening—the reactio n typicall y begins durin g th e dream—sh e ha s no doubt s
of the dream' s significance , because of  Morpheus's clos e resemblanc e to  her  hus -
band. Bu t mor e importan t tha n thi s dream narrativ e itsel f i n th e contex t o f ou r
study is the description o f the dream godheads Ovid gives in the preceding passage.
Using genealogica l mythology , h e outline s a  theory o f dream images whose mos t
important facet—t o b e expecte d o f a  work title d Metamorphoses —is thei r abilit y
to transform . Juno send s Iri s t o th e Hous e o f Sleep . Sh e proceed s throug h a
wonderful manneris t landscap e wit h a  specifi c lightin g effect : a  rainbo w shine s
through the dimming twilight. Similarly , in Statius's Thebaid  (10,11 2 ff) , Iris arrives
in th e cav e o f Somnus:

Vague dreams of countless shapes stand round about him, true mixed with false ,
flattering wit h sad , the dar k broo d o f Night , and clin g to beam s and doorposts ,
or li e on th e ground .
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The latte r tw o verse s cal l t o min d portrayal s o f bats . Statius' s lightin g effec t i s
similar: i n th e cloud-wrap t chamber s o f Nigh t (v . 84 ) th e rainbo w shine s (vv.
118 ff.) .

In Ovid' s description , Iri s enter s th e Hous e o f Sleep , force s bac k th e dream s
that ba r he r way , an d deliver s Juno's orde r t o th e go d o f sleep (vv.  63 3 ff.):

The God , uneas y till he slep t again,
Resolv'd a t once t o ri d himsel f of Pain;
And, tho ' agains t his Custom, call' d aloud,
Exciting Morpheu s fro m th e sleep y Crowd :
Morpheus, o f al l his numerous Train , express' d
The Shap e o f Man, an d imitated best;
The Walk , th e Words , the Gestur e could supply,
The Habi t mimick , an d the Mei n bely ;
Plays well , bu t al l his Action i s confin'd ,
Extending no t beyon d ou r huma n Kind .
Another, Birds , and Beasts , an d Dragon s apes ,
And dreadfu l Images , and Monste r Shapes:
This Demo n Icelos , in Heav'n' s hig h Hal l
The God s have nam'd ; but Me n Phobeto r call .
A thir d i s Phantasus, whose Action s roul
On meane r Thoughts , an d Things devoi d o f Soul;
Earth, Fruits , and Flow'r s h e represent s in Dreams ,
And soli d Rock s unmov'd , an d runnin g Streams.
These thre e t o Kings , and Chief s their Scene s display,
The res t before th'ignoble Common s play .

3.2.5. (Ovid,  Epistulae  e x Ponto  1,2,41-50 : Ovid' s Self-Portrait ) Leavin g th e
remaining dreams in th e Metamorphoses  aside, " we no w tur n t o a  dream portrayal
from Ovid' s ow n life ; th e dream s depicte d i n hi s othe r work s indicat e tha t hi s
dream life was probably quite vivid. Early in a letter written during his banishment
(Epist. e x Ponto  1,2) , Ovi d describe s al l of hi s agony , whic h refuse s t o leav e hi m
even a t nigh t whe n al l creatures ar e a t peace . Al l the fear s worrying him durin g
the da y reappear a t night an d suppresse d wishes make themselves fel t (vv . 4 1 ff.).

3.3. Lucan  on  the  Dreams  of Pompeius

3.3.1. Th e firs t dream o f Pompeius (3,8—35 ) which Lucan tell s in his epic o n
the civi l war between Pompeius and Caesa r is an anxiety dream: plena di n honoris.
It contain s fe w imaginar y elements , a s the mai n bod y o f th e tex t consist s o f a
speech. The awakenin g is topical: Pompeius grasp s fo r the drea m image in vain .

More importan t tha n th e drea m itsel f ar e th e circumstance s i n whic h i t i s
dreamed as well a s the connectio n thi s dream has to Pompeius' s second one , tol d
at the beginnin g of the sevent h book. I t i s significant tha t th e firs t dream i s placed
in a  state of suspense—the departure of the fleet—jus t a s the secon d on e i s placed
before th e star t o f the grea t battle . Luca n link s the fleet' s departur e t o th e twiligh t
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motif, whic h h e has long been preparing (sinc e 2,86) . Th e drea m i s set at the en d
of a  long scen e o f hesitatio n an d vacillation . Th e su n set s afte r th e drea m (vv .
40 f.) . All the narrate d event s tak e place a t th e beginnin g an d en d o f a  day; th e
day itself remains empty .

3.3.2. Pompeius' s secon d drea m i s a  theatr e dream : Pompeiu s see s himsel f
entering the Roman theatre which he had built. '  Lucan depicts the dream (7,7—24 )
after th e grea t magica l scen e o f th e sixt h boo k an d befor e th e grea t battl e o f
Pharsalus (4 8 B.C.) . However , th e necromanc y end s a t daw n (6,82 8 ff.) . Thus ,
Lucan reiterate s through th e twiligh t moti f one o f the mos t importan t theme s of
the magica l scene : the perversio n o f all nature throug h th e art s o f Erichtho. Th e
beginning o f the sevent h boo k take s up the them e o f perversion (7, 1 ff.): the sun
rises later than th e eterna l law o f Nature ha d called .

Pompeius's dream, however, takes place at this time , as the en d o f the dream
informs us . I t i s a  typica l drea m occurin g i n twilight . Bu t th e drea m itsel f doe s
not contai n imaginary or fantastic element s of any kind, although th e introductio n
to th e depictio n o f the drea m is as follows (7 f): "th e nigh t deceive d restles s sleep
with a  vain image" (nox  . . .  sollidtos VA N A DECEPIT  IMAGINE  somnos  .  .  .) .
The drea m becomes psychologically significan t through Lucan' s interpretations as
well a s through th e particula r circumstances of the dreamer .

The firs t o f Lucan's various attempts at interpretation—none o f them exclude s
the other—refer s t o th e wishfu l characte r o f thi s memor y dream . A s such i t i s
somewhat unusua l in classica l literature, as these dream s are typically prospective.
But Lucan writes: "the anxiou s mind fled back to happy times." Refugit,  however ,
points t o Lucan' s second categor y o f interpretation , whic h i n moder n term s i s
called repression : Th e dreame r replace s th e threatenin g presen t situatio n wit h a
joyful experienc e o f th e pas t (contraria) . Luca n see s this process as containing th e
usual ambiguitie s (solitas  ambages)  o f th e dream . Bot h interpretations—a s wishful
dream an d a s memory dream—complemen t eac h other : bot h caus e repression .
Lucan offer s anothe r possibl e interpretation—Fortun a showe d hi m hi s home—
and to thi s he link s thought s (vv . 24b ff.) which illuminat e th e contras t betwee n
dream an d reality . The drea m serve s to "mirro r together " presen t an d pas t so as
to emphasiz e th e contrasts . Luca n return s t o th e conten t o f the drea m wit h th e
words, "The y applauded in the sam e way in the theatre. " Th e drea m i s a theatre
dream, an d thu s a  characteristi c exampl e o f Roman dreaming : Pompeiu s see s
himself at the heigh t o f his power, enterin g th e theatre which he had built, whil e
the masse s chee r hi m on . Thi s fina l scen e o f th e drea m mark s a n additiona l
connection betwee n drea m life and reality. At the end of the dream the sun, Lucan
writes, ha d overcom e th e stars , an d i n th e cam p th e soldier s shouted (vv . 45 ff.).
The tim e confirm s that i t i s a drea m occurrin g i n twilight . Th e conten t o f th e
dream, which w e no w kno w t o be both a -wish and an anxiety dream quite similar
to th e on e describe d earl y i n th e thir d book, certainl y correspond s t o antiquity's
other twiligh t dreams.

Through hi s depiction , Luca n accomplishe s an implici t furthe r connectio n
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between drea m an d realit y based o n subtl e psychologica l experience . Simpl y b y
placing the "nois y soldier s in fron t o f Pompeius's tent " an d the "cheerin g masses
in the theatre" i n close proximity t o each other, Lucan clarifies th e following: tha t
the dream has transformed the noise  of the soldiers who ar e eager to go into battle
to th e crie s o f th e masse s i n th e theatre . Th e dela y a t th e beginnin g (v . 1 ) is
compensated by a sudden acceleration and precipitation of the events—they plunge
headlong int o ruin . Th e drea m cover s up th e stimulu s to awaken ; in doin g so , it
serves to prolong sleep. Thus, this dream not onl y actualizes past events by utilizing
memory, i t als o activel y focuse s o n masterin g a  present misfortune . Although a
memory dream , the connection betwee n wis h fulfillmen t an d the reinterpretatio n
of the stimulu s t o wak e u p make s i t clea r that i t i s also on e o f those dream s that
attempt t o solv e futur e problems .

The drea m says , a s i t were , "Jus t kee p sleeping , Pompeius"—eve n Luca n
applied such an apostrophe to the sleeper—"keep sleeping . You hav e already won
this difficul t battl e a t Pharsalus , just a s you wo n al l your earlie r battles ; you ar e
entering you r theatr e while th e throng is cheering yo u on. "

I kno w o f no othe r descriptio n o f a  dream i n classica l literature that describes
the activitie s of consciousnes s developed i n a  dream a s concretely, precisely , an d
in suc h detaile d fashion . Th e drea m Lucan narrate s transcends the boundarie s of
time: i t overcomes past and present with the help o f images that memory snatches
away from th e past ; wishes and hopes, fears and happy memories ar e unified with-
in it .

4. Summar y an d Conclusio n

4.1.
In contras t to Gree k religion , th e dream was not a n element o f the public religio n
of the Roman s in it s own right . Divinatio n wa s well developed ; however , ther e
were n o specialist s in the interpretatio n o f dreams. There were n o drea m oracles.
Cicero's explici t ai m in hi s treatise O n Divination  (44 B.C.) wa s to "d o awa y wit h
all authority o f dreams," eve n t o driv e ou t al l dream prophecy .

How ar e thes e finding s t o b e viewe d i n relatio n t o Roma n religio n mor e
generally? Can we derive any conclusions for Roman culture in general from these
specific religio-historica l findings ? Do the y substantiate the stereotype of the sobe r
Roman, o f the particula r Roman rationalit y founded o n law and militarism?

4.2.

Roman literatur e an d philosoph y supplemen t th e pictur e suggeste d by religio -
historical findings . Poets fro m Enniu s t o Ausoniu s portraye d dreams , particularl y
the "confused " ones , which wer e so disruptive to religious divination. A memory
dream o f Pompeiu s is particularly noteworthy , which Luca n (7,1—47 ) poeticized
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in close connection wit h contemporary historica l literature. Ovid, however, is the
most importan t source . Dreams  a s literary element s ar e particularl y suitabl e fo r
metamorphoses. Lucretiu s examine d th e imaginar y activitie s o f consciousnes s
within the framework of atomistic philosophy: plena sunt imaginum omnia —"every-
thing i s ful l o f images " (Democritus) . Thes e image s hav e thei r specifi c reality :
they penetrat e me n throug h th e pore s an d produc e dreams . Opti c an d acousti c
phenomena an d illusions (refraction , reflection, echo , shadow , perspective , mon -
sters, sleep , dream , love ) creat e a n imaginar y worl d o f atomi c idol a (simulacra,
imagines). Mythica l crossbreed s (centaurs ) are no t merel y poeti c lies , bu t hybrid s
of atomic images .

4.3.

The text s of the poets and philosophers o n dream s and dream interpretation sho w
that some circle s of classical Roman society had a clearly worked-out consciousness
of the semioti c natur e an d th e artificialit y of their culture : thei r cultur e contain s
a "second nature " (secunda  natura) , created by human ratio  and an. "Art, " however ,
imitates nature , insofa r a s it i s creative. "Creatio n an d generatio n ar e th e specifi c
traits of art," say s Stoic teaching: artis  maxume proprium esse  creare et gignere. Philoso-
phers an d poet s apparentl y wer e abl e t o comprehen d thes e facet s o f Roma n
culture mor e clearl y tha n religio n o r theology . Therefor e Roma n religio n doe s
not "represent " Roma n culture. As to dreams : one canno t dra w conclusion s from
religion alone .
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them, (b ) Cf . CI L X I 1129 : preimperial sortes  (Parma) .
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10. A  surve y o f the subject s i n Dol d 1948 : 1 1 f.
11. Cf . Heinevette r 1912 , esp . p. 40 .
12. Cic . div.  1,6,11-12; cf . 1,3, 5 e t al. — cf. Peas e a.l.
13. Cf . Pease 1963, Cic . div.  3,71 an d SVFll  nr.118 7 ff. Varro has a division followin g

the fou r elements: geomantia, hydromantia,  aeromantia,  pyromantia (Isidor , Etymologiae  8,9,13 ;
cf. Servius , Comm.  Aen.  3,359) ; h e therefor e canno t be Cicero' s sourc e here ; Cicer o doe s
not indicat e a  special source fo r hi s scheme .

14. Cic . div.  1,3,6 : un o (libro ) d e somniis.
15. Cic . div.  2,63,130 = SVF I I nr.1189; he migh t hav e taken th e quotatio n als o from

Chrysippos's books on divination , cf . SVFll nr.118 3 (Chrysippos, O n Divination. 2 books),
and fro m the drea m book SV F I I nr.1199. 1201 . 1202 . 1204 . 1205 . 1206 .

16. Cicer o take s evidence fo r Roman dreams out o f Roman historiographers, cf . Pease
1963, Cic . div.,  pp. 24 , 27 .

17. Th e wor k i s referred t o i n Lydus , D e ostentis  45 : oneiron  ep i skepsis.
18. TertuUian , De anima  46,10 . Cf . Waszin k 1947 : 28 5 f .
19. Macrobius , Comm.  1,2,5 .
20. Macrob . Comm.  1,3,1-20.
21. Macrob . Comm.  1,3,12 : es t somnium quia  reru m quae  illi  narratae  sunt  altitude  tecta

profunditate prudentia e no n potes t nobis  nisi  scicnti a interpretationis  aperiri.  Cf . 1,3,10 : Somnium
proprie vocatur  quod tegit  figuris et velut ambagibus non nisi interpretation intellegendam  significationem
rei quae  demonstrate.  . . .

22. Macrob . Comm.  1,3,2 : phantasma  quod  Cicero  . . . visum  vocavit;  cf.  Artemidoru s I
2; I V (Prooem.) .

23. Cic . div.  2,148 f .
24. Cic . div.  2,61,126 .
25. Cic . div.  1,29,60, fro m Plato , Republic  9  pp. 571b-572c .
26. Cic . div.  2,71,146 .
27. Lucretiu s 5,1169-4182; cf . Cic. D e natura  deoru m 1,18,45-49 .
28. Lucr . 4,765 .
29. Cf . Cic . div.  2,120: .  . .  animos dormientium  .  . .  externa e t adventicia visione  pulsari.
30. Lucr . 4,72 4 ff.
31. Lucr . 4,75 0 f .
32. Cic . div.  2,67,137 o n th e doctrin e o f Democritus .
33. Th e atomists ' idola —spectra a s a world o f ghosts: Cic . Epistulae  adfamiliares  15,16,1 .
34. Structure : I . theme ; II . examples : 1 . professions , 2 . theatr e dream ; III . en d an d

transition t o th e dream s o f animals.
35. Als o th e pollutio n drea m ha s negative connotations , a s shown b y th e las t words :

vestemque cruentant.
36. Tw o (four) , three , two , four , tw o (lacuna?) , four , seve n verses . W e ma y assum e

that ther e i s a  lacun a i n th e fift h dream : se e s . 4,1100 ; vv . 102 0 f . possibl y includ e tw o
dreams.

37. Th e word s saepe  an d multi  occur seve n time s i n thi s passage.
38. Lucr . 4,1022 : mentibus  capti.
39. Lucr . 4,1068 ff.
40. Senec a uses a similar wording when dealing with thi s danger (Epistulae  morales  13) ;

according t o him , too , th e desir e o f me n canno t fin d limit s i n thos e "idl e an d vain "
figments—neither i n pleasure , nor i n fear , no r i n hope .

41. P . Ovidiu s Naso , Metamorphoses.  Translation : Garth e t al . 173 2 (Reprin t Londo n
1976).

42. Statius , Thebaid.  Translation : Mozle y 1969 .
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43. Ovid , Metamorphoses  9,685—70 1 (drea m of a pregnant woman; desir e dream); Met.
15,21—33: Hercule s appear s t o Myscelo s i n drea m (characteristic s of a  nightmare) ; Met.
15,653—664: incubation dream without imginary elements, but connected to the description
of dawn.

44. Furthe r dreams in Lucan: 1,185 ff . (a n imago  ingens  patriae appears to Caesa r during
the night) ; 5,505 . 808 ; 6,283 ; 9,674 .

45. Ros e 1970 : 477-485 compares Pliny Epistulae  1,1 8 t o contmria  (nothin g analogous
in Artemidorus ) an d Homer , Iliad  10,199-20 1 an d suggest s an imitatio n o f Home r b y
Lucan. Cf . Rutz 1970 : 509-524 ; Canci k 1970 .

46. A s to "theatr e dream " cf . .Fronto, De feriis Alsiensibus  3: donat  et multa somnia amoena,
ut qu o quisque  studio  devinctus  esset,  u t histrionem  i n somniis  fautor spectaret.  I t i s significant tha t
Fronto give s just thi s example.

47. Cic. , D e natura  deorum  2,60,152 . Cf . Canci k 1979 .
48. Cic . D e nat.  deor . 2,22,57'.
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Dreams an d Vision s in
Early Christia n Discours e

Guy G . Stroumsa

Who i s suc h a  strange r t o huma n experienc e a s no t sometime s to hav e
perceived som e truth in dreams ?

—Tertullian, De anima  4 6

Introduction

In the absenc e of a Christian Artemidorus, w e posses s no earl y Christian "ke y t o
dreams." Gersho m Schole m onc e remarke d tha t n o Buddhis t mon k eve r dream t
of the Blesse d Virgin Mary . Coul d we imagin e a  Christian mon k i n fifth-centur y
Egypt, for instance, dreaming of Dionysos? The answe r is, most probably, negative .
A mor e seriou s questio n i s whether th e Christian s sa w their Go d i n dream s an d
visions in the same way as the pagans saw theirs. What kind of impact did Christian-
ity have upo n th e perception o f dreams and visions? Through the specifi c cas e o f
the dramati c mutation o f Western cultur e with the adven t of Christianity, it is the
problem o f the cultura l an d religious determinatio n o f dreams an d visions whic h
will be raise d here .

In earl y Christian discourse , there i s no wa y of distinguishing clearl y between
dreams and visions . " I ha d th e followin g visio n . . . " (uideo  i n horomate hoc)  write s
Perpetua, for example, makin g it clear only late r ("I awoke"), tha t it was a dream.1

In al l probability, mos t dream s o f the earl y Christian s were o f a  rather mundan e
nature, an d did not involv e visions o f divine o r o f demonic figures . Suc h dreams,
however, di d no t see m t o count , an d henc e wer e no t reported . O n th e othe r
hand, wakin g visions , obtaine d i n a  stat e o f ecstasy , wer e reporte d i n th e sam e
terms as visions obtained during sleep, that is, dreams. Hence an y study that focuses
on dream s while ignoring visions i s bound t o remai n deeply flawed.

759
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The earl y Christian writers , wh o perceive d dream s an d visions a s referring t o
basically th e sam e phenomenon, wer e adoptin g a n attitud e alread y foun d i n th e
Hebrew Bible. A  good example i s Joel 2:28, which wa s paraphrased in Acts 2:17 ,
and thu s became a  locus  dassicus  fo r describin g an d justifying dream s an d vision s
among Christians :

And i t shal l come to pas s afterward , tha t 1  will pour ou t m y spiri t upon al l flesh;
and you r son s an d your daughter s shal l prophesy [we-nib'u],  you r ol d me n shal l
dream dreams [halomot  yahalomun;  70 enupniois enupniasthesontai],  you r young me n
shall se e vision s [hezionot  yr'u',  7 0 horaseis  opsontai].

In he r recen t Dreams  i n Late  Antiquity:  Studies  i n th e Imagination  o f a  Culture,
Patricia Cox Mille r treats the subjec t as if both paga n and Christian dream s equally
reflected lat e antiqu e culture , i n whic h bot h pagan s and Christian s woul d hav e
partaken t o th e sam e extent. M y approach here wil l be precisely the opposite : i n
my view, religious beliefs and allegiances do make a  difference, sometimes a  radical
one, i n th e perceptio n o f dream s a s in othe r aspect s of anthropology . Fro m th e
second t o th e fifth century , Christia n thinker s develope d a n approac h t o dream s
that reflecte d a  new interactio n betwee n Gree k an d Hebrew traditions . They also
expressed seriou s reservations about mos t dream s and visions .

The strikin g differenc e betwee n paga n and Christia n dream s is a fac t tha t ha s
been recognized , bu t whic h remain s t o b e explained . I n th e followin g pages, I
shall examin e t o wha t exten t th e religiou s belief s o f Christian s i n th e Roma n
empire informed thei r understandin g of dreams and visions. I  shall also attempt t o
show tha t w e ca n identif y a n earl y Christia n discours e o n dream s an d visions ,
distinct from other similar discourses in late antiquity, and that this discourse reflects
the new anthropology , th e new perception o f the person, develope d b y Christia n
thinkers.6

It should be noted that we do not have a record of the dreams of most Christians
from th e firs t centuries , but onl y th e highl y reflectiv e testimonies o f a fe w adul t
men, mos t o f them intellectuals , and of a single young woman , th e African marty r
Perpetua. These fe w precious document s reflec t th e way or ways some Christian s
perceived thei r dream s an d spoke abou t them—wha t the y decide d t o emphasiz e
and wher e the y chos e t o kee p silent . I t i s from thes e document s alon e tha t w e
can attemp t t o retriev e earl y Christia n discours e abou t dreams . I n th e word s o f
Gilbert Dagron : "Seront  don c significatifs  d'une  epoque  o u d'une  culture  no n se s reves,
mais ce  qu'on en dit  et  ce  qu'on en fait."

We canno t retriev e th e dream s o f th e earl y Christian s themselves . A s a rule,
we can assume that most of their dreams were quite similar to those of contemporary
pagans an d Jews, an d tha t th e Christia n attitud e towar d thes e dream s wa s usually
not differen t fro m that o f non-Christians t o their own dreams . We can , moreover,
isolate the discourse on those dreams and visions that are described as being specifi c
to th e Christian s and ar e the exceptio n t o th e rule , and identif y thei r nature.

This discours e in it s turn informe d the Christia n perception o f the world , th e
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relationships i n th e Christia n min d betwee n realit y and illusion , body an d spirit ,
sleep and awakening—what th e French call the imaginaire . Th e representatio n and
the rol e o f dreams reflec t anthropologica l attitudes , as well a s perceptions o f th e
divine. Th e mappin g o f dream s an d thei r rol e i s directl y relate d t o cultura l o r
theological presuppositions . In a sense, then, dreams and visions should be studied
in the large r contex t o f historical anthropology.9

Christianity bega n a s an enclav e culture , o r eve n a s a radical counter-culture
that define d itself through th e rejectio n o f most prevalent attitudes in the Greco -
Roman world . I n th e fourt h century , however , du e t o th e conversio n o f th e
Empire, we can witness a major mutation o f the supernatural world, which involves
a radical simplification or impoverishment o f the pantheon. Th e god s have disap-
peared, or have become transformed into minor demons. The victory of monothe-
ism entailed th e orderin g o f the demoni c worl d unde r the singl e power o f Satan,
forever rebellin g agains t th e goo d creato r God , th e Go d o f Israel . Christianit y
thus playe d a  crucia l rol e i n th e formatio n o f th e medieva l imaginaire , bot h i n
Byzantium an d i n th e West . Th e analysi s of th e shap e of dream s an d vision s in
early Christian discourse can thus help us to better understand this dramatic process.

In a  sense , however , th e plac e o f dream s i n th e medieva l imaginaire  seem s
paradoxically closer to their place in pagan antiquity than to the place they occupied
in the Christian psyche. This stems from the fac t that in the Middle Ages, Christian
culture wa s wel l establishe d an d define d wit h clea r boundaries , wherea s i n lat e
antiquity we canno t ye t reall y speak of such a culture.11

Hellenic Divination and the Second Religiosity

Like everyon e else , th e earl y Christian s wer e wel l awar e tha t dream s wer e a
universal phenomenon . I n Tertullian' s D e anima,  writte n befor e th e en d o f th e
second century , w e hav e th e firs t sustaine d discussion of dream s b y a  Christia n
writer. Tertullia n state s that the majority of mankind lear n to know Go d throug h
dreams: "et  maior  paene ui s hominum ex visionibus  deum  discunt." 12 I n thi s statement,
he recognize s clearl y the universalit y of dreams, an d yet h e doe s not refe r t o th e
divine i n general , or to the gods , but t o God , deum,  that is, the on e and true Go d
of the Christians . But most men an d women aroun d him were, o f course, pagans.

Christian intellectuals, as newcomers to a long tradition of reflection on dreams,
were unabl e t o offe r a  systematic alternative t o th e cultura l premise s they wer e
rejecting. I t is probably no mere chance that the classificatio n of dreams by a pagan,
Macrobius, inform s al l the medieva l perceptio n o f dreams . A s Jacques Le Goff
pointed out , i t is only with Isidor e of Seville, in the sevent h century , that we ca n
detect th e birt h o f a  specifically Christia n oneirology .

Chesterton's apothegm—"Dream s ar e lik e life , onl y mor e so"—woul d no t
have been easil y understoo d in th e Hellenisti c world , wher e slee p wa s perceived
as bein g dangerousl y close t o death . Tertullia n call s slee p "th e ver y mirror " o f
death, o r it s "mirro r an d image." 15 In sleep , as in death , th e sou l wa s separate d
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from the body, a conception reflected, for instance, in late antiquity by the Gnostics
or by a Iamblichus . Fo r Tertullian, who basicall y accepts Stoic ideas, sleep repre-
sents " a temporary suspensio n of the activit y o f the senses , procurin g res t for th e
body only, no t fo r the soul. " I f sleep is close to death , for a Christian, awakenin g
resembles resurrection of the dead. 18 Dream s were thus believed a t once t o permi t
communication o f th e sou l with th e dead , an d t o b e a  mos t fittin g vehicl e fo r
divine revelations . The ambiguou s statu s o f dreams permitted a  vision, blurre d as
it migh t be , o f th e netherworld , an d offere d a  link t o a  domai n no t otherwis e
accessible to humans. Dreams also offered, together with knowledge o f the suprahu-
man world , solution s t o variou s dail y problems . Th e statu s o f dream s wa s als o
related t o thei r power . Plutarch' s attitud e her e i s typical o f traditionall y minde d
intellectuals i n th e secon d centur y C.E.:

The dreams , children of Night and messengers of the Moon . .  . . This oracle has
no fixe d location . I t move s i n al l places amon g men , in dream s an d i n visions .
It is from ther e that dreams, mixing error and confusion with simplicity and truth,
are being dispersed in th e whol e universe .

For Plutarch, then, dreams and visions can be compared to oracular phenomena.
Since on e observe d a  disconnection o f soul and bod y i n sleep , dreaming ca n b e
perceived a s a  shamanisti c trance o f sorts . Th e shamanisti c characte r o f visio n
and dreamin g i s reflecte d i n variou s religiou s tradition s o f antiquity , fro m th e
Pythagoreans an d Orphic s t o Sasania n Zoroastrianism. 20

It wa s eas y t o se e the god s in th e ancien t world. On e coul d se e everywhere th e
statues o f the gods , in th e temples , and in th e street s of the cities . Seeing th e go d
was desirable, and very common. Th e vision could happen in different conditions ;
it coul d happe n whil e awake , in a  stat e o f ecstasy , a s in th e Poimandres;  i t coul d
also consis t o f a  conversatio n wit h th e god , i n wakin g an d withou t ecstasy , a s is
the cas e with Thessalo s the doctor . I t coul d happe n durin g sleep ; it could als o b e
induced, throug h a  proces s know n a s incubation, usuall y a t th e templ e o f th e
god. 22 Aelius Aristides is of course th e mos t famou s instanc e of such a cultivation
of incubation , bu t h e i s certainl y no t a n isolate d case . Aeliu s Aristide s wa s a
hypochondriac intellectua l living under the Antonines, a contemporary o f Artemi-
dorus wh o spen t year s i n th e templ e o f Asclepiu s in Pergamon , takin g carefu l
notes o f hi s dreams. I t shoul d howeve r b e pointe d ou t tha t th e Gree k interes t
in dream s was not share d by th e Romans , wh o ha d littl e interes t i n thi s kind o f
symbolism.

The commo n presence of visions o f the god s in the Hellenisti c worl d reflect s
at least two trait s of ancient thought . Th e firs t i s the importan t rol e images played
in it . Her e th e Christians , lik e th e Jews , ar e th e exception . Th e secon d i s th e
relative lac k o f interes t the ancient s had fo r th e continuit y of affectiv e life . On e
has even been able to conside r this lack of interest as responsible for the perception
of dreams as mainly divinatory, and o f their visions a s essentially similar to waking
vision.24
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In the early Roman empire, religiosit y underwen t dee p changes . A new accent
was put on subjectivity and on personal choice in religious matters. In this context ,
one ca n eve n spea k of a  "second religiosity. " Plutarch' s dramati c descriptio n o f
the deat h o f Pan underline s th e perceive d failur e o f oracles in th e earl y empire .
This failure was ipso facto perceived a s that of the professional seers who ha d been
traveling throug h th e place s of heaven an d Hades , tellin g wha t the y ha d see n t o
simple mortals. Under suc h circumstances, the dream-vision repor t assumed a new
status and dream s became th e locu s par excellenc e o f religious revelation .

Early Christian attitude s reflected a n ethos vastly different fro m the traditiona l
ethos o f the Hellenisti c world . U p t o th e fourt h century , Christianit y remaine d
essentially a n aniconi c religion , whic h di d no t favo r vision s o f the Deity. 27 Th e
success o f Christianity, moreover , bot h reflecte d an d encouraged th e transforma -
tions of  pagan religiosity. In  a  sense, it epitomize d them . The  failur e of  the pagan
oracles was paralleled, among Jews an d Christians, b y the final closing o f prophe-
cy, wit h th e contemporar y closur e o f th e canons , o f bot h Ne w Testamen t an d
Mishna. Bu t th e widesprea d refusa l t o recogniz e the validit y o f guilds of profes-
sional seers, together with the presence of dream books, also reflects the "demotiza-
tion" of both drea m interpretation an d of religious visions . Anyone dreame d and
could cultivate visions, provided he or she reached a certain state of mind attainable
through ascetic practices, in particular fasting and prayer. Methods known through-
out antiquity to encourage the appearance of visions and dreams were now popular -
ized b y th e Christians ; o n th e on e hand , anyon e coul d becom e a n asceti c (what
Max Weber calle d a  "religious virtuoso") ; o n th e othe r hand , dream , interpreters
had been officiall y forbidden .

Divination and Incubation

Dreams belong to th e genera l field of mantics, divinatio n o f the future . A s such,
they wer e t o b e encourage d an d induce d b y variou s asceti c practices , suc h a s
fasting. Dream s wer e als o connecte d t o conversio n amon g pagans , as shown b y
the drea m o f Isi s i n Apuleius' s Metamorphoses. 30

The Christian s attribute d the methods o f divination in use in the first centuries
c.E. t o evi l geni i an d polemicize d i n ver y hars h term s agains t them . The y re -
mained, however, unabl e to develop theoretical arguments against divination itself .

Among th e various methods o f divination known i n the Greco-Roman world,
oneiromancy wa s not onl y widespread, i t was also a science that could be learned ,
in principle , b y everybody—althoug h drea m interpretatio n usuall y remained th e
privilege o f specialists . I t was also the onl y metho d th e Christian s di d no t rejec t
in categorica l terms, a  fact note d b y Fran z Cumont."33 Already th e Hebre w Bible ,
while rejectin g divination , ha d recognize d it s existence and power . Eve n abou t
oneiromancy, moreover , th e Christian s expresse d serious doubts . Tertullian no t
only suggest s tha t Christian s must intepre t dreams i n a  new way ; h e als o reject s
dream interpreters.34 Indeed, dream interpreters, the specialis t intermediaries, were
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banned fro m baptis m i n th e earl y Church . An y adul t wa s considere d capabl e of
interpreting his or her own dreams. In the words of Synesius of Cyrene, a  Neoplato-
nist turne d Christia n i n th e fourt h century , "A t twenty-fou r year s o f age , i t i s
inexcusable fo r a  man stil l t o nee d a n interprete r fo r hi s own dreams." 35

Oneiromancy i n it s most commonl y establishe d form, incubation, live d o n i n
late antiqu e Christianity , wher e th e martyr' s tom b replace d th e god' s temple .
Christian incubation s in churches, where th e titula r saints appear, and at the tomb s
of martyrs , continued fo r a  long tim e afte r th e fal l o f paganism . I n ou r sources ,
the finding of the reliquiae  of martyrs often happen s following dreams . Dreams thu s
played a crucial role in the inventio  of martyrs' relics,36 as well as in hagiographies,37 a
fact emphasize d b y Gilber t Dagron . I t shoul d b e pointe d ou t i n thi s contex t tha t
Augustine, among others , fought the proliferation of such practices and that thanks
to hi s influence, th e counci l o f Carthage pu t a n end t o a  real contagion o f dreams
and revelations . Canon 8 3 o f tha t counci l object s t o martyria  "wher e incubatio n is
sought fo r th e apparitio n o f the marty r o r saint . '

Prophecy

The Hebre w Bible refers , o f course, to many dream s and visions, from the dream s
of Joseph t o thos e o f Daniel an d the vision s of the prophets (o r the dream s o f the
false prophets). The earl y Christian writers, who kne w the relevant Biblical passages
by heart , built thei r hermeneutical rule s on them . For Origen, the phenomena o f
prophecy an d o f dreaming ar e closely related t o on e another :

All who accep t the doctrine of providence are obviously agreed in believing that
in dreams many people form images in thei r minds, some of divine things, others
being announcements o f future event s in life , whethe r clea r o r mysterious . Wh y
then i s it strang e t o suppos e tha t th e forc e whic h form s a n impressio n o n th e
mind i n a  drea m ca n als o d o s o i n th e da y tim e fo r th e benefi t o f th e ma n o n
whom th e impressio n i s made, o r fo r thos e wh o wil l hea r abou t i t fro m him ?
Just a s we receiv e a n impressio n i n a  dream tha t w e hea r an d tha t ou r sens e o f
hearing ha s been physicall y affected , an d tha t w e se e with ou r eye s .. . s o als o
there i s nothing extraordinar y i n suc h thing s havin g happene d t o th e prophet s
when, a s the Bibl e says , the y sa w certain marvellous visions, o r hear d utterance s
of the Lord , o r sa w the heaven s opened. 39

This importan t tex t reflect s Origen' s attemp t a t interpreting th e phenomeno n o f
prophecy, an d especiall y prophetic vision , b y comparin g i t wit h dreaming . I t is
also worth notin g tha t h e doe s not objec t t o the predictiv e dimensio n o f dreams.

Beyond th e Bible , th e earl y Christian s also had a t thei r disposa l the larg e an d
varied corpu s of Apocalypti c and pseudepigraphic literature, with it s emphasis o n
visions o f the divinit y o r o f it s angels. This whol e literature , Bibl e an d Pseudepi -
grapha o f the Ol d Testament , constituted the foundatio n o f the Christia n attitud e
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to dreams and visions.40 Biblical dreams and visions were no t onl y legitimate ; they
were als o canonical . But i t i s precisely their canonica l status tha t als o highlighte d
the differenc e betwee n the m an d other , mor e mundan e an d commo n dreams .
Such commo n dream s coul d no t usuall y boast o f a  simila r direc t divin e origin .
Most often , then , i t wa s to b e feare d tha t the y cam e fro m th e devil . Augustin e
summarized the opinio  communis  of Christian thinkers when he said that any revela-
tion whic h doe s not hav e its origin i n Go d come s from the demons. 41

For the Jews as well a s for the Christians , prophecy had ended wit h the closure
of the canon . This does not mean tha t there are no significant differences betwee n
Jewish an d Christia n approache s t o dreamin g an d visio n i n lat e antiquity . Jews,
like Christians , believe d tha t som e dream s coul d poin t t o futur e realities , as did
prophecy. But unlik e the Christians , the y coul d no t mak e use of Hellenic literary
traditions, which they ignored. Hence , perception s of dreaming in Rabbinic texts,
and i n particula r i n Midrash , ar e strikingly different , i n thei r approac h a s well as
in thei r tone , fro m those in Patristi c literature. Midras h is a literary genre tha t is
much more popular than most writings of the Church Fathers . And the Christians'
constant preoccupation wit h Sata n has no paralle l in Jewish texts , where ther e is
no obsessiv e fea r o f demon s comparabl e t o tha t foun d i n man y earl y Christia n
texts. Finally , in som e o f th e Patristi c text s we ca n identif y th e blossomin g of a
new dept h o f psychologica l insigh t tha t ha s n o paralle l in Rabbini c literature .
Altogether, th e perceptio n o f a  radica l figh t betwee n th e tw o opposit e power s
carried ou t withi n th e individua l i s much les s presen t i n Jewish than in Christia n
contexts.

Early Christia n discours e on dream s an d vision s wa s shape d b y tw o closel y
connected phenomena—o n th e on e hand , th e encouragemen t give n t o large r
numbers of people to seek visions, and, on the other hand, the attempt to discourage,
repress, an d limi t th e worl d o f dreams . Thes e ar e th e tw o side s o f a  consisten t
effort t o domesticat e dream s and visions , t o transfor m them int o th e instrumen t
of a direct lin k wit h Go d afte r th e closur e of the Biblica l canon : revelation s afte r
the ag e of Revelation, a s it were .

In a  theology tha t proclaimed the er a of revelation t o be closed , that Go d ha d
already said in both Testament s whatever he wanted and needed t o tel l mankind ,
the revelator y natur e o f dreams was problematic. Th e gate s of revelation canno t
be hermeticall y closed , eve n i n a  monotheisti c religio n wit h canonica l writings .
In early Christianity, as well a s in Rabbinic Judaism and later in Islam , dreams and
visions were endowed wit h a  new status , liminal and ambiguous, which kep t ope n
the possibility of a continued revelatio n of God. '  Th e opening , however , remain s
narrow. Fo r a  Christia n drea m t o b e religiousl y significant , i t mus t com e fro m
God. Bu t sinc e God usually reveals himself in the cano n o f Scripture, now closed ,
a tru e Christian drea m mus t remain somethin g o f an exception .

Christian suspicions about dreams were enhance d by the very nature of Chris-
tianity a s a  monotheisti c religion. A s Eri k Peterso n showe d a  lon g tim e ago ,
monotheism entail s a  singl e legitimat e religiou s authority.44 The ide a o f a  singl e
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God a s well as that o f a  single bishop impl y a  single legitimate sourc e o f truth an d
thus militat e agains t the pluralit y o f valid dreams . Th e drasti c limitatio n o f valid
dreams was also a  resul t o f the notio n o f divine transcendanc e (an d o f the worl d
as God's creation) , a notion tha t impedes easy passage between th e world of humans
and th e divin e realm .

Classifications o f Dreams

For the early Christians, Homer remained to a large extent terra  incognita. Ignoranc e
of Homer mean t th e absenc e of the loci  classic i of dreams an d thei r interpretatio n
in Helleni c cultur e throughout the ages . '  Instead of the Homeric writings, whic h
were th e closes t tha t Gree k cultur e ha d t o a  hol y writ , th e Christian s ha d th e
Bible. Althoug h th e Ne w Testamen t include s som e highl y interestin g visions ,
which became topica l in Christian literature , i t is not particularl y rich in dreams .

The Septuagint , o n th e othe r hand , provide d th e Christian s with a  large body of
dreams, such as those of Joseph o r Daniel. For the Christians , the only true dreams
were thos e tha t ha d bee n sen t b y Go d throug h angels , an d whic h possesse d a
symbolism grounde d i n Scripture . Bu t althoug h th e Christian s wer e unabl e t o
make a  simpl e an d direc t us e o f th e lon g an d ric h Helleni c traditio n o f drea m
interpretation, the y coul d no t inven t a  fresh approac h t o dreams . The y accepte d
Greek ideas , seeking to adapt them to their specifi c needs . In particular, they mad e
good us e of the various taxonomies o f dreams that they found in widely circulatin g
dream books. The bes t instance of this procedure, perhaps , is found in Tertullian' s
reference t o "th e entir e literatur e of dreams," wher e h e single s out Hermippu s o f
Berytus fro m amon g a  long lis t o f authors.48

Different method s o f dream interpretation competed for attention in Hellenisti c
times, and there was no singl e authoritative theory . Aristotle' s tractate on dreams,
for instance, had little influence. Similarly, Artemidorus's useful distinction betwee n
a mer e drea m (enupion),  an d a  significant , propheti c drea m (oneiros),  whic h i s o f
Homeric origin , di d no t leav e a  clea r mark , an d thi s distinctio n i s not generall y
observed i n Hellenisti c literature. 50

In th e lat e fourt h century , th e paga n Macrobiu s propose d i n hi s Commentary
to the Dream of Scipio a  taxonomy o f dreams that was to becom e th e mos t importan t
single sourc e for the perceptio n o f dreams i n the Lati n Middle Ages . Accordin g
to him , dreams , o f which ther e ar e five main types , ofte n tel l th e future . Mos t
dreams are true, an d all are interesting. Thi s approach clearl y remains in line wit h
the Gree k classification s o f dreams.

Stoic approache s hav e a  particula r importanc e i n ou r context . Accordin g t o
the Stoics , dreams could com e fro m th e gods , from the demons , o r fro m th e soul .
This tripartitio n o f dreams lie s at the basi s of the first Christian tractate on dreams,
in chapter s 45 throug h 4 9 o f Tertullian' s D e anirna.  Fo r Tertullia n also , dream s
come fro m on e o f thre e sources : fro m God , fro m th e devil , o r fro m th e sou l
(a deo,  a daemonio , a b anirna):
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But th e Stoic s are very fond o f saying that God, i n his most watchful providenc e
over every institution, gav e us dreams amongst othe r preservatives of the art s and
sciences o f divination, a s the especia l support o f the natura l oracle . So muc h fo r
the dreams  t o whic h credi t ha s to b e ascribe d eve n b y ourselves , althoug h w e
must interpre t the m i n anothe r sense . As for al l other oracles , a t which n o on e
ever dreams , what els e must we declar e concernin g them , tha n tha t they ar e the
diabolical contrivance of those spirit s who eve n a t that time dwel t i n the eminen t
persons themselve s .  . .  5 2

The thir d clas s of dreams will consist of those which th e soul itself appparently
creates fo r itsel f from a n intense applicatio n t o specia l circumstances . . .

Those [dreams] , moreover, whic h evidentl y proceed neithe r fro m God , no r
from diabolica l inspiration , no r fro m th e sou l . . . will hav e t o b e ascribe d in a
separate categor y t o wha t i s purely an d simpl y th e ecstati c state an d it s peculiar
conditions.53

Although thi s text is at times difficul t t o understand , th e las t passag e make s clea r
that there are three kinds of dreams, classifie d according to their source, th e ecstati c
state (proprie  ecstasi)  excluded . The mos t important point, perhaps, i s that Christians
can rely, grosso modo, on Greek classifications, but tha t they should interpre t dream s
differently fro m pagans . Le t u s comment briefl y o n Tertullian' s classification .

God

The Vision  o f Perpetua,  i n th e Acts  o f the Martyrs,  mention s a  conversatio n o f th e
future marty r wit h God . Perpetu a i s sai d t o b e "talkin g t o God, " fabulari  cum
domino. Voic e an d visio n ar e mentione d together : profecta  es t mihi  vox,  " a voic e
was adressed to  me"  and  als o ostensum est mihi hoc,  "this was shown to  me. " Not e
the passiv e voice : th e dreame r i s the recipien t o f a  vision, rathe r tha n it s activ e
proponent. Thi s significan t fac t refute s th e suggestio n tha t Christian s san g an d
listened t o text s bu t di d no t gaz e o n idealize d form s o f their God , an d tha t thei r
dreams emphasiz e singin g angel s rathe r tha n visions o f the Divinity.54 Indeed, many
Christian text s describ e drea m visions o f the deity , o r o f angels , tha t ofte n d o no t
differ significantl y fro m variou s paga n visions. Th e differenc e betwee n pagan an d
Christian discours e o n drea m an d vision mus t b e sough t elsewhere. 55

A strikin g example o f suc h a  dream vision i s the so-calle d Vision  o f Dorotheos ,
an anonymous text found o n a  single papyrus , which has not elicite d the attention
it deserves. 56 Th e visio n take s plac e a t midday , i n th e king' s palace , an d durin g
sleep. Th e visio n i s that o f Go d i n hi s own palace , simila r t o tha t o f the basileos.
I quot e here th e beginnin g o f this text :

Surely, i t i s no t fo r me , thi s sinner , tha t fro m heave n th e pur e Go d ha s sen t
Christ, hi s ow n image , to th e worl d a s a bright light , while puttin g in m y hear t
a desir e fo r a  gracefu l song . Whe n I  was sittin g alone in th e palac e i n th e midst
of the day, sweet sleep fell upon my eyelids . You d o not kno w and cannot believe
all th e splendou r that appeare d t o m e then . I  si t well awak e and singin g i n th e
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daytime all that has appeared, but i t baffles m e to describe in words al l the splendi d
supremacy o f the Immaculat e tha t appeare d t o me .

I deeme d t o b e standing in the porc h an d to behol d the Lor d i n Hi s palace,
who i s immortal an d unborn , an d grow n fro m himself . Thi s n o ma n o n eart h
has eve r se t eyes upon , no r th e moon , no r th e sun , no r th e stars . Neithe r nigh t
nor clou d come s nea r to where the All-seeing lives , the eterna l Lor d wh o look s
to ever y side . Thi s i s how m y hear t pictures i t .. .

The grea t interes t o f th e tex t lie s i n it s imager y o f th e divin e palace , whic h i s
reminiscent o f the late antique Hebre w text s describing th e "Divin e palaces," th e
so-called Hekhalot  literature. 57

One o f the most famous dreams i n Christian literatur e i s that o f Jerome. In a letter
to hi s female discipl e Eustochium , Jerome tell s of the drea m h e ha d "man y years
ago," whil e he wa s "on [his ] way to Jerusalem, t o wag e [his ] warfare. 58 Jerome' s
dream, o r rathe r nightmare , wa s sent by God , whil e Sata n assaulted Jerome with
other methods . Th e them e o f the drea m i s well known : Jerome, "caugh t u p b y
the Spirit, " i s brought befor e th e shinin g "judgmen t sea t of the Judge." Aske d
about his identity, h e says : "I a m a Christian," bu t th e Judge anwers : "Thou liest,
thou ar t a  followe r o f Cicero , no t o f Christ " (Mentiris,  ait,  Cicemnianus  es , non
christianus: "ubi  thesaurus tuus,  ibi et cor tuuni" [Matt . 6:21]) . Upo n this , the dumb -
founded Jerome receive s the lashes of the whip , an d suffer s eve n mor e from "th e
fire o f [his ] conscience. " Mos t interestin g i n ou r context , however , i s the endin g
of Jerome's report . Th e proo f tha t hi s drea m i s true , tha t i t i s of divin e origin ,
that "thi s wa s no slee p or idl e dream," lies in th e fac t tha t "lon g afte r [he ] wok e
up fro m [his ] sleep," h e coul d se e and fee l o n hi s shoulder s th e painfu l trace s o f
the lashes he had received i n the dream . I n other words, th e tru e drea m become s
reality, ceasin g ipso fact o t o b e a  dream .

Jerome's attitud e t o dream s i s typica l o f th e stron g suspicio n abou t dream s
among Patristi c writers, an d i n particula r in monasti c literature. 60 A n exampl e o f
this literature ca n be see n in Diadochu s o f Photike, a  Greek spiritua l writer clos e
to the Messalian movement, who ha d a deep influence on the Byzantine tradition .
Diadochus discusse s the possibilit y o f seeing Go d i n dream s an d visions. Ca n th e
religious virtuos o (th e "athlete" ) se e the glor y o f Go d i n a  vision o f th e physica l
senses, o r in a  dream?61 Diadochus denie s the possibilit y of a  vision o f God i n this
world. Suc h visions, of a figure of light, for instance, should b e rejected as coming
from th e enem y (tha t is, Satan). As to dreams, he recognizes th e possibility of good
dreams sid e by sid e wit h evi l ones . Sinc e b y fa r most dreams , however , ar e evil ,
misleading images and diabolica l mystifications, it is  a sign of  virtue never to  trus t
a dream . I f it s o happens tha t Go d send s us a  vision tha t w e reject , Jesus Christ ,
in hi s goodness , wil l forgiv e us , since h e know s wel l tha t thi s attitud e i s dictate d
to u s by th e rus e of the demons. 62 Diadochus here stay s i n line with Tatian , wh o
in th e second century had compared the demons responsible for sending us dreams
with bandit s wh o kidna p fo r a  ransom.63
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The Devil

Tertullian had already pointed ou t that while some dreams might com e fro m God ,
most must be attributed to the devil . Indeed , the devi l is the predominant presenc e
in mos t Christia n dreams. 64 H e usuall y sends dreams to men , bu t ca n also appear
in dreams sent by God. This is the case , for instance, in the third dream of Perpetua,
who describe s how sh e sees the devil , as an Egyptian o f horrible appearance (foedus
specie).

Perhaps the most sustained and incisive discussion of the demonic or diabolical
origin o f most dreams is that of Evagrius Ponticus, whom one o f his best students
has called " a philosopher i n the desert. " Indeed , Evagrius , toward th e en d o f the
fourth century , offer s a  theor y o f monasti c praxis . I n hi s Praktikos,  writte n a s a
basic regulatio n fo r th e lif e le d by th e monk s o f Egypt, Evagriu s mentions eigh t
categories o f demoni c dreams , whic h h e parallel s t o th e eigh t logismoi,  o r evi l
thoughts (cf . Cassian) .65 "The demon s wage a veritable war against our concupiscible
appetite," he tell s us; for this combat the y employ phantasms . Th e attack s of the
devil upon man do not en d with spiritual progress. On th e contrary , Satan makes
special effort s t o wound purifie d souls: "The greate r th e progres s the sou l makes,
the mor e fearfu l th e adversarie s that take ove r th e wa r agains t it."67 Th e constan t
war the monks must wage against Satan and his temptations is a well-known them e
in monasti c an d hagiographi c sources , and ha s left a  deep imprint o n literature , as
anyone familia r wit h Flaubert' s La tentation  d e Saint Antoine  knows .

It should not com e a s a surprise to u s i f dreams retain a central place in thos e
trends in early Christianity tha t sought to revive mythological pattern s of thought.
Dreams and visions played a significant role in the thought of Gnostics, Montanists,
and othe r heretic s an d schismatic s of the firs t centuries . Indeed , dream s can play
a doubl e role ; the y ca n serve t o establis h a  truth a s well a s to upse t an authority .
Hence the importan t rol e o f dreams and visions i n th e foundatio n o f sects.68

From Valentinus and Montanus i n the second century to the sixteenth-centur y
miller describe d b y Carl o Ginzbur g i n Th e Cheese  an d th e Worms,  th e imaginaire
(or "cosmology" ) o f marginal and radical groups thrives o n dream s and visions —
on personal , highl y subjectiv e perceptions o f religious truth , whic h d o no t pas s
through th e channel s of institutionalized and hierarchica l religion. 69 The Monta -
nists, for instance, linked dream, ecstasy, and prophecy. Th e origi n of the Montanist
view o f prophecy mus t be foun d i n thei r propensit y for ecstati c phenomena .

The Pseudo-Clementine  Homilies  i s an apocrypha l popula r nove l o f th e fourt h
century that contains much material going back to early Jewish-Christian literature .
In the form of a dialogue betwen Simo n Magus and Peter, the seventeenth homily ,
chapters 1 4 through 18 , preserves the mos t interestin g and detaile d discussion of
dream, vision , an d prophec y i n earl y Christia n literature . Th e confrontatio n
between th e two radically different conception s starts with Peter pointing out that
while th e prophe t can be inherently trustworthy, "he wh o trust s t o apparitio n or
vision an d drea m i s insecure." The mai n reason for this insecurity lies, of course,
in th e possibl y demoni c origi n o f th e drea m o r vision : th e sleepe r is unable t o
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check the dream an d to ascertain its source. Simon, o n the othe r hand , claim s that
the dream s and visions of just me n ca n be trusted : "I f he who ha s had th e visio n
is just, he has seen a  true vision." Fo r him, "i t seem s impossible tha t impious me n
should receiv e dream s fro m Go d i n an y wa y whatever. " Pete r answer s tha t o n
the authorit y o f the Bible , eve n th e impious , suc h a s Abimelech an d th e paga n
Nebuchadnezzar ("wh o worshippe d images") , ca n se e tru e dream s an d visions .
This importan t tex t ha s no t receive d th e attentio n i t deserves . Th e argumen t
concerning th e legitimacy of dreams and visions is linked in the Homilies  to Jewish-
Christian tradition s abou t th e mystica l vision o f God . I t seem s to hav e stoo d a t
the ver y hear t o f th e struggl e o f nascen t Christianit y t o defin e itself as a religio n
rather tha n a s a radical sect.

At thi s juncture i t shoul d b e recalle d tha t Simo n i s called Magus . Th e earl y
Christian traditio n associate s th e arch-hereti c directl y wit h magica l powers . Th e
magician ha s the powe r t o evok e dreams , an d receive s power fro m dreams. Thi s
association o f magi c an d dream s i s already wel l establishe d in Gree k literature .
Its reflection in early Christianity, where Sata n has inherited mos t magical powers ,
is a n interesting an d comple x problem , whic h deserve s separate treatment .

The Sou l

Following hi s Stoi c sources , Tertullian refer s t o slee p a s a natural function:

Since, then , slee p i s indispensible t o ou r life , an d health , an d succour , ther e can
be nothin g pertainin g t o i t whic h i s not reasonable , and whic h i s not natural .

In sleep , h e goe s on , w e observ e a  temporar y separatio n o f th e bod y fro m th e
senses: "Ou r onl y resource , indeed , i s to agre e wit h th e Stoics , by determinin g
the sou l t o be a  temporary suspensio n of the activit y of the senses , procuring res t
for th e bod y only , no t fo r the sou l also." Consequently , th e Christian s mus t tak e
dreams seriously , as "incidents o f sleep , and a s no sligh t or triflin g excitement s o f
the soul." 74 According t o thi s conception , th e sou l continue s t o b e activ e durin g
sleep, while th e bod y rests , dream s being th e frui t o f this activity. Tertullian states
specifically tha t dream s whic h d o no t originat e i n Go d o r th e devi l com e fro m
the soul .

The psychosomati c understandin g o f dream s i s furthe r develope d i n th e fourt h
century b y Gregor y o f Nyssa , i n hi s Treatise  o n th e Creation  o f Man,  on e o f th e
most interesting examples of fourth-century Patristi c anthropology. 76 For Gregory ,
the drea m reflect s a  sicknes s o f th e soul . Th e onl y legitimat e activit y o f th e
spirit, accordin g t o him , i s tha t o f intelligence , o f rationa l thought , whil e th e
representations forme d b y imaginatio n durin g slee p ar e onl y appearances . Thi s is
so because only the sense s permit the unio n of soul and body. Since , during sleep ,
most facultie s o f th e sou l ar e resting , w e canno t speak o f sensoria l o r intellectua l
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activity. In sleep, only the nutritive part of the soul remains active, retaining images
of waking visio n an d echoe s o f sensor y activities, printed i n memory . Al l thi s is
shaped into a  new for m by chance. In other words , huma n imagination i s at work
in dreams, and the mind gets lost in muddled and inordinate confusions . The mind
during slee p can be compare d t o smoke : a t once activ e and powerless . Throug h
this detaile d theory , Gregor y can  explai n the  ambiguit y of  dreams . The y do
sometimes offe r a  certain predictive vision of things to come , bu t thi s vision mus t
remain blurred . Thi s is what i s called ainigma  b y drea m interpreters.

Gregory, who seek s to offe r a  scientific explanatio n of dreams, relates them to
the pas t activities o f the subject . I n thi s context , hi s acceptance of the possibility
of predictive dream s is somewhat intriguing . But thi s reflects th e statu s of Biblical
dreams. Such are, for instance the dream s of Joseph i n Pharaoh's prison (Gen . 40)
and those of Daniel. But  Gregor y immediately limit s the relevance of such exam-
ples. The prophets were granted future knowledge b y divine power, an d thus have
nothing to d o wit h ou r topic . Th e predictiv e characte r of dreams in th e Bible ,
including those of the Egyptian and Assyrian kings, reflect s God' s desir e to reveal
the hithert o hidde n wisdo m of  the saints . Suc h needs, says Gregory , do  not  exis t
at the present.

Except fo r propheti c dreams , therefore , huma n dream s ma y var y i n thei r
expression, bu t al l are influenced by th e physica l disposition o f the subject . As a
proof o f the psychosomatic nexu s revealed in sleep, Gregory mention s th e cas e of
an acquaintanc e of his whom h e himsel f ha d treated , and whos e seriou s case o f
indigestion ha d caused him delirium. Gregor y note s that the very same symptoms
(sweat, for instance) could have been caused by a  dream. In both cases , illness and
sleep, th e intelligen t par t of the sou l had been deactivated . Indeed, say s Gregory ,
many doctor s agre e tha t illnesse s are linked t o wha t th e sic k se e in thei r dreams .
Moreover, h e add s tha t th e mora l stat e o f th e perso n i s als o significan t i n th e
formation o f dreams. He sum s up hi s discussion of dreams by saying:

It i s not reason , but th e irrationa l part o f the sou l which inform s these products
of imagination; it is from thing s which kept one busy during the da y that dreams
fashion images .

Gregory's discussio n of dreams strikes one a s strongly positivistic. Ther e ma y
have been religious significance to dreams in the Bible, bu t a s a natural phenome-
non, dreamin g mus t be treate d with the analytica l tools o f medical doctors , wh o
should seek to identify th e relationships between psychi c and somatic phenomena .
One shoul d not e tha t no t onl y Go d bu t als o Sata n i s strikingl y absen t fro m
this sharp analysis . This absenc e emphasizes the difference s betwee n Gregor y an d
discussions of  dreams and dreamin g in  monasti c literature.

As mentioned above , Evagrius insists on Sata n as the origi n o f human dreams. But
it is in the strongly psychological tone of his approach that Evagrius's real originality
lies. Th e phantasm s use d by th e demon s to attac k th e sou l ar e a  spiritua l cancer,
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as i t were . Dream s ar e one o f the direc t consequence s o f such unhealthy growt h
of the soul :

Natural processes which occur in sleep without accompanying images of a stimulat-
ing natur e are , t o a  certai n measure , indication s o f a  health y soul . Bu t image s
that ar e distinctl y forme d ar e a  clea r indication o f sickness . Yo u ma y b e certai n
that th e face s on e see s i n dream s are , whe n the y occu r a s ill-define d images ,
symbols o f forme r affectiv e experiences . Thos e whic h ar e see n clearly , o n th e
other hand , indicat e wounds tha t ar e stil l fresh.79

More than an y Christian o r pagan write r before him , i t would seem , Evagrius
seeks t o defin e psychic health, and t o analyz e the conten t an d tonu s o f dreams i n
order t o measur e thi s health . Healt h i s peace , quiet , lac k o f movement—wha t
Evagrius calls , afte r Clemen t o f Alexandria and i n th e wak e o f the Stoi c thinkers ,
apathda.80 Activ e o r violen t dreams , o n th e othe r hand , reflec t th e figh t o f th e
demons agains t the soul . Suc h a fight entails what on e ca n perhaps call a neurosis,
diagnosed b y th e growt h o f passion s and th e terro r th e dream s imprin t o n th e
soul. I t i s not possibl e t o completel y avoi d th e displa y o f image s durin g sleep ,
but i t i s possible, a t leas t fo r th e ascetic , t o avoi d bein g disturbe d o r move d b y
these images . Hence ,

The proo f of apatheia  i s had when th e spiri t begin s to se e its own light , whe n i t
remains i n a  state of tranquility i n th e presenc e o f the image s it ha s during slee p
and whe n i t maintain s it s cal m as it beholds th e affair s o f life . '

Evagrius's radica l psychologizatio n o f dreams , hi s insistenc e tha t the y reflec t
the stat e o f health o f th e soul , se t a  new ton e i n Wester n discours e o n dreams .
What count s most for him is not so much the fight of the devil against the individua l
as th e concret e reactio n o f th e sou l t o hi s attack , and th e way s i n whic h i t ca n
attain peac e by identifyin g th e sourc e o f its dreams, thu s masterin g them . Ther e
is n o need , I  think , t o emphasiz e th e modernit y o f thi s tone .

Evagrius's understanding of dreams is based on a mythological element , namely ,
the powe r o f Satan an d hi s figh t agains t God, a  fight waged o n th e battlefiel d of
humanity, soul and body. Bu t the strong psychological interest in dreams develope d
by Evagriu s neutralizes this mythological element . I n a  sense, we ma y thu s speak
of the rea l Entmythologisierung  o f dreams accomplishe d b y Evagrius .

Having recognize d th e psychosomati c characte r o f dream s an d th e fac t tha t
they reflect a neurotic stat e of the soul , the monasti c authors propose, a s treatment,
to discus s all dream s wit h a  therapist , tha t is , a  wis e man , a n elderl y monk , o r
geron, who function s also as a spiritual leader and counselor . This counselor i s asked
to interpret th e dream (o r to interpre t i t away), and to counse l on sexua l dreams.

Evagrius's deep interes t i n th e psychologica l side o f dreams is paralleled in th e
West b y Augustine . Augustine' s remarkabl e psychological sensitivity left a  dee p
mark o n hi s multifacctc d reflectio n o n dreams . Hi s writing s o n dreams , bot h
autobiographical an d theoretical , hav e bee n analyze d carefull y i n th e beautifu l
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study o f o f Martine Dulaey , an d i t i s unnecessary to repea t he r findings. 85 I  shall
therefore only refer to a few passages of Augustine's discussion of dream and ekstasis
in hi s D e genesi  a d litteram.

Augustine notes th e paradoxica l status of the sou l during dreams , when it is at
once vigilant and the prey of corporal images which i t imagines to be real bodies.86

When asleep , he point s out , on e ma y be awar e tha t th e image s whic h appea r in
the drea m ar e no t real,  whil e a t th e sam e tim e retainin g th e illusio n tha t the y
reflect reality. Altogether, Augustine's main contribution to the discourse on dreams
is his emphasi s on thei r being essentiall y a psychological phenomenon, an d no t a
privileged acces s t o truth . Here , a s elsewhere, Augustin e stands on th e dividin g
line betwee n antiquit y an d th e moder n mind . H e i s thus able , more clearl y than
anyone befor e him , t o se e prophecy an d drea m a s two phenomen a oppose d t o
one another .

Ekstasis

Augustine's discussio n o f ekstasis,  an d o f th e differenc e betwee n prophec y an d
dream, focuse s upo n th e cas e o f Paul's ascensio n to th e thir d heave n ( 2 Cor. 12 :
1—4).89 T o wha t kin d o f vision di d th e Scriptur e refer—to a  physical vision o f th e
senses, o r t o a  spiritual one? And wa s the Apostl e aslee p or awak e when take n t o
the thir d heaven ? I n othe r words , shoul d w e spea k o f a  drea m o r o f a  cas e o f
ecstatic vision? 90 To sor t ou t thes e possibilities , Augustine is forced to distinguish
between differen t kind s of visions. There are , he says , three types: 91 The firs t i s in
the prope r sense , through th e eyes , by which we rea d th e letters . Th e secon d is
vision of the human min d (spiritus  hominis),  thanks to which we can develop menta l
representations; th e thir d i s the intuitio n o f the intellectua l sou l (mens),  thank s t o
which we contemplate throug h intelligence (dilectio)  itself . This third type is intellec-
tual (intellectuale ) vision , an d i t permit s wha t i s often describe d a s mystical vision .

In Christia n vocabulary , ekstasis  refers , firs t o f all , t o Ada m fallin g aslee p i n
Genesis 2:21 , wher e Hebre w tardema  i s translate d a s ekstasis  i n th e Septuagint .
Tertullian had  already offered a  definition of ecstasy: "This power we cal l ecstasy,
in whic h th e sensuou s sou l stand s ou t o f itself , i n a  way whic h eve n resemble s
madness" (excessus  sensus  et amentiae instar). 92 Fo r him , a s we hav e seen, "the ecstatic
state an d it s peculiar conditions " wa s to b e considere d a  separate kind o f dream ,
side by side with divine, satanic , or psychic dreams.93 In such a taxonomy, therefore ,
ecstasy is not clearl y differentiated fro m dreams ; rather, it is a special kind of dream.
In thi s sense, Jacques Le Gof f ha s been abl e to spea k about "cette  forme supreme  d u
reve qu'est  pour les chretiens I'exstase,"  pointin g ou t tha t onl y i n th e Middl e Age s
would a  clear distinction betwee n drea m an d vision b e worke d out .

Ekstasis, which involved having visions while remaining awake, was well known
to th e earl y Christians , a s the abov e reference to Pau l already suggests. Again, on e
should not e tha t th e vocabular y often doe s no t distinguis h betwee n ekstasis  an d
dream. Hence , i n Th e Pastor  o f Hernia s 1. 3 " I fel l asleep " ma y eithe r refe r t o
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ekstasis or to a trance. " The sam e difficulty i n differentiating clearly between dreams
and vision s arise s i n monasti c literature . Amon g anchorites , variou s phenomen a
such as visions, dreams, hallucinations, and ecstas y cannot easily be distinguished.96

The psychosomati c understandin g o f dream s i n Patristi c source s raise s th e
question whethe r on e ca n influence the conten t o f dreams, o r evoke a  vision. I n
principle, say s Tertullian, dream s remain unde r contro l o f a man's will. Tertullia n
however point s ou t tha t just a s differen t diet s wil l produc e differen t sleepin g
conditions, s o will the y have a  direct influence on dreams , and on ecstati c visions,
which belon g t o th e broade r categor y o f dreams . Henc e Tertullian' s suggestio n
that fasting migh t contribut e t o visions . The catc h here i s that ascetic practices are
not the privilege of Christians alone, but are also well known t o pagans: "For eve n
demons requir e suc h disciplin e fro m thei r dreamer s a s a  gratificatio n t o thei r
divinity. . . . " Therefore , Tertullia n point s out , Daniel' s fas t wa s not mean t t o
bring ecstasy , but rathe r to please God throug h humiliatio n o f the body. Ecstasy ,
indeed, should remain, a s Philo ha d said , a sobria ebrietas.  The dream s o f Perpetua,
similarly, ar e precede d an d prepare d b y fasting . Thi s carefu l an d eve n diffiden t
attitude of Tertullian toward fasting is characteristic of the general tone o f Christian
authors, and stand s at the roo t o f the us e of fast an d prayer in monasti c literature .
Their ai m i s not t o induc e drea m an d ecstasy , but , o n th e contrary , t o preven t
dreaming.

Conclusion

In a  sense, we ma y perhaps speak of a "demotization" o f dreams in late antiquity ,
due mainly to the Christian suppression of dream interpreters. This trend, however ,
does not mean that everyone had religiously important, o r significant, or legitimate
dreams t o th e sam e extent . Wit h th e emergenc e o f a  new perceptio n o f dream s
in th e earl y Christia n centuries , th e numbe r o f valid , significan t dreams sen t b y
God become s drasticall y limited. But , sinc e most dream s are sent by the demons ,
and in particular by their leader, Satan, significant and legitimate dream s and visions
usually remai n thos e o f religiou s virtuosi , tha t is , monks, nuns , an d saints , wh o
know bes t ho w t o avoi d th e devil' s traps.

The ambiguous developments delineated above suggest the later transformation
of dreams in tw o directions :

1. Dream s int o Utopias : when the collectiv e sid e of dreams is emphasized, w e
witness what can be called a continuatio apocalyptica. Dream s and visions are recruited
to th e cosmi c wa r agains t Satan and his hosts. In th e ancien t world , dream s ofte n
had a political significance, particularly the king's dreams. This political significance
of dream s ha d disappeare d in earl y Christia n discourse . Thi s disappearanc e was
linked to th e earl y Christian process of Entpolitisierung.  Bu t as we hav e seen, even
within a n "enclav e culture " dream s could reflect , i n variou s schisms or heresies ,
a powe r struggle , th e clai m fo r a n alternativ e sourc e o f revelatio n and religiou s
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authority, an d a  direc t contac t wit h th e divine , whic h woul d no t b e mediate d
through th e Church hierarchy.

A new , collectiv e approac h t o dream s developed . Accordingly , thes e dream s
no longe r predicte d th e future , bu t wer e transforme d into Utopia s describing th e
ideal society . Christia n Utopia s represen t th e immersio n o f the individua l dream -
vision withi n th e apocalyptic  messianic  tradition.

As a  consequence o f thi s apocalyptic wa y o f thought , dream s an d vision s are
often relate d to conscience , guilt, and penance. In a  sense, dreams and visions will
represent fo r Christia n conscienc e th e windo w int o a  different , new , redeeme d
reality. Suc h a  dualist pattern betwee n presen t realit y an d messianic  expectations
reflected in Utopian dreams will become a major factor in the discourse on dreams,
and eve n i n th e implici t perceptio n o f dreams , i n Wester n though t throughou t
the centuries . I n tha t sense , one ma y also argue that i t lies at the roo t of Freudian
psychoanalysis.

2. Dream s an d visions a s they had been know n in earl y Christianity provide d
one o f th e majo r building block s fo r Christia n mysticism . Vision s soo n becam e
reinterpreted a s mystical experience s o r a s tours o f heaven , a s in Dante' s Divine
Comedy. Th e birt h o f Christia n mysticis m als o reflect s th e transformatio n of th e
psychology o f dreams and visions . Christian psycholog y reflect s a  turning inwar d
and th e equivalenc e o f the inward/upwar d metaphors . Henc e th e vision s of the
upper worl d ar e als o a n enlightenmen t o f th e soul , an d dream s com e t o b e
understood a s a reflection o f the stat e of the dreamer' s soul .

If the Christia n bearer s of true visions ar e profoundly differen t fro m shamans
and othe r specialist s of religiou s ecstas y i n ancien t o r archai c religions, thi s i s at
least partly due t o th e fac t tha t the fundamenta l structure of Christianity prevents
the easy dissociation between soul and body. Indeed, Christianit y emphasizes, both
explicitly an d implicitly, th e essentia l unity of the huma n composite , mad e in th e
image o f God, an d to b e reunifie d after deat h a t the tim e o f resurrection.

As w e hav e seen , i n th e ne w discours e dream s reflec t th e stat e o f th e sou l
rather tha n predictin g th e future . Simo n Pric e ha s noted tha t whil e Artemidoru s
was interested in dreams as a key to the future, th e Freudian revolution transformed
them into mirrors of the self, as keys to the unconscious. In other words, Artemidor-
us's position i s predictive, while Freud' s is introspective. A s I have tried to sho w
in th e preceding pages , the basi c attitud e o f many earl y Christian thinker s towar d
dreams and their significance reflect s a major departure from that of Artemidorus.101

One ma y argue , therefore , tha t earl y Christia n discours e o n dream s an d visions
represents th e passag e fro m ancien t to moder n attitudes . This passag e is a direc t
consequence o f the radica l transformation o f the supernatura l world effecte d b y
fourth-century Christianity.102 In a sense, the Freudian revolution began with the
early Christia n Entzauberung  de r Welt. If von Grunebaum' s suggestion that we n o
longer nee d Wahrtraum  i s true, we ow e this , i n grea t part, to th e anthropological
revolution achieve d by th e earl y Christia n thinkers.

At th e beginnin g of his Mmschliches, Allzumenschliches,  Nietzsche devotes a few
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pages to dreams.  According to him , dream s entai l the belief , commo n to ancient ,
simpler civilizations , i n anothe r world, paralle l t o thi s one . Dreamin g i s thus th e
source o f al l metaphysics. Nietzsch e see s a  direct link between thi s dichotomy o f
worlds and the dichotom y between body an d soul . Hence , fo r him, th e belie f in
spirits, an d eventuall y in gods , i s also a  consequence o f the seriousnes s granted t o
dreams. Dreaming , accordin g t o thi s perception , woul d be , t o us e th e Marxis t
metaphor, a n opium tha t lure s me n int o abstainin g from actio n an d fro m revolt .
It i s at leas t a n implici t conclusio n o f the precedin g pages tha t th e earl y Christia n
discourse on dreams and visions does not fit Nietzsche's approach. In its impoverish-
ment an d it s strictures, i t announce s the birt h o f the modern , entzaubert,  person .
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Marcilio Ficino .

36. Se e Deubner 1900 : 56 ff , an d Delehaye 1912.
37. Se e fo r instanc e 13 . Flusin's commen t o n vision s i n th e hagiograph y o f Sain t

Anastasius the Persian , from sixth-centur y Palestine (Flusin 1992 : 2, 142 : "La vision  d e jean
[John o f th e Heptastomos ] est a  l a fois tro p transparent e e t tro p general e pour  prete r a  u n long
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commentaire. ,  . .  I I n'est  pas u n thaumaturge,  capable  par s a priere d'inflechir  l e cours de s evenements
et de  proteger la  ville. II  devient  un  simple  visionnaire,  en  un  sens  le  successeur des  prophetes, capable,
parce qu'il es t dioratique, d e voir  e t d e Jam connaitre  au x autres  l e vrai sens d e I'Histoire  . . . "

38. Se e Dagron 1985 : 40.
39. Origen , Contra  Celsum , 1.48.
40. Th e Ne w Testamen t apocrypha , in particula r the Apocryphal  Acts  o f the Apostles,

are relativel y ric h i n dream s an d visions , bu t th e statu s o f thi s literatur e soo n becam e
problematic in mainstream Christianity, due to its popularity among various Gnostic groups
and th e Manichaeans.

41. Augustine , De divinatione  daemonorum.
42. Se e for instance Stemberger 1976; Niehoff 1992. And se e chapter 11 in this volume.
43. Se e Bragu e 1995 , esp. 72, wher e Bragu e point s ou t tha t i n medieva l Islamic

thought some dreams are identified to the Koranic mubashshirat, the continuation of prophecy
after it s officia l end , as it were .

44. Peterso n 1951 ; cf. Schindler 1978.
45. Fo x 1987 : 377 .
46. Th e bibliograph y is immense. Se e for instanc e Byl 1979.
47. Cf . n. 3  above .
48. Tert . D e an. 46; see the importan t remark s of Waszink 194 7 in hi s commentary ,

ad loc.
49. O n these , see for instanc e Kessels 1969.
50. I n Odyssey  14.495 , fo r instance , enupion i s put i n oppositio n t o oneiros.  Elsewhere

in Gree k literature , enupion i s usually th e equivalen t of oneiros,  o r opsis  enupiou,  th e visio n
of a dream. See fo r instance Herodotus, Historiae  8.54. Cf. th e distinctio n betwen reve  an d
songe i n French . Philo, amon g others , does no t distinguis h between enupion  an d oneiros.

51. L e Goff (1985: 279) reminds us that this text wil l be fundamenta l in the twelfth -
century renewa l o f reflection o n dreams.

52. Tert . D e an . 46.
53. Ibid . 47 .
54. Fo x 1987 : 394 .
55. Se e Hanson 1980.
56. Se e Kessel s an d Va n de r Hors t 1987.
57. O n thi s literature, see Schafer 1992.
58. Lette r 22.30, writte n i n 383-384; tex t i n Labour t 1949; 144-146. O n thi s text ,

see Antin 1963.
59. " . . . cu m subito raptus in spiritu ad tribunal iudicispertrahor, ub i tantum erat ex circumstan-

tium claritat e fulgoris  u t proiectus i n terra m sursum  aspicere  no n auderem,"  I t i s significant tha t a t
the en d o f the vision , when Jerome return s to earth , the tex t has "reuertor ad superos," whic h
makes i t clea r that th e thron e o f th e judge i s situated i n th e underworld , an d no t i n th e
heavens.

60. See  Guillaumont 1979 . Benz (1961 : 22)  notes tha t the  Christia n distrus t towar d
dreams cam e earlie r than tha t toward visions . See furthe r Benz' s fundamental study, Benz
1962.

61. Diadoqu e d e Photice 1966 : ch. 36-40, pp . 105-108 .
62. Ch . 38 , p . 107 : kalon t e kai phaulon oneiron.
63. Tatia n 1982 : 36—37. Fo r othe r second-centur y warning s fro m dream s sen t b y

demons, se e fo r instanc e Ircnaeus , Adversus  haereses,  1.16.3 , Justin Martyr , Apology,  18.3,
and Tertullian , Apology,  23.1.

64. O n th e devi l i n the earl y Christia n tradition, see Forsyth 1987. Forsyth, however,
does no t stud y dreams .
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65. I  quote accordin g to th e translation of J. E . Bamberger, OCSO , Evagrius Ponti-
cus, Th e Praktikos:  Chapters  o n Prayer  (1978) .

66. Evagriu s Ponticus, Praktikos  54 .
67. Ibid . 59 .
68. O n th e function of dreams in sect foundation, see Benz 1962 : 253-266; Fox 1987 :

399. L e Goff (1985: 284 ) refers to the importance of dreams among Ebionites, Valentinians,
Carpocratians and Montanists ; se e further Dulaey 1973 : 37-41 .

69. O n Gnosti c literature , see in particula r the rich study of Filoramo 1990 . Se e esp.
51, where Filoram o rightl y insist s o n th e implication s o f a radical dualist anthropology fo r
the perceptio n o f dreams. Fo r som e o f the mos t importan t sources , see Eusebius, Histori a
ecclesiastica 4.7.9, Irenaeus, Adversus haereses  1.25.3 (about the Carpocratians honoring demon s
which send them dreams , "oniropomps"),  Hippolytus , Philosophoutnena  6.26 , an d the Cologne
Mani Codex  4  and 23. See also Pagels 1978: 42 6 ff. Doresse 1958 : 170 , ha d already pointed
out tha t i n th e vocabular y o f the Gnostics , " I fel l asleep " wa s a  terminus  technicus  alludin g
to ecstasy . O n on e o f th e mos t interestin g examples  o f visio n amon g th e Gnostics,  see
Casadio 1989 .

70. Thi s is one of the main points of Labriolle 1913. O n visions among the Montanists,
see Fox 1987 : 404-410 .

71. Tex t i n Reh m 1953 . Cf . Pseudo-Clementin e Recognitiones,  2.62 . I  quot e th e
translation in the Ante Nicene and Nicene Fathers. A. Le Boulluec i s preparing a new annotated
translation o f thi s importan t tex t fo r th e Source s Chretiennes series.

72. Se e Eitrem 1991 . Se e further Stroumsa , "Dreams" (1999) .
73. Tert . D e an. 43.
74. Ibid . 45,  beginning .
75. Ibid . 47 , end .
76. D e opifici o homini  was written i n 379 . Th e discussio n of dreams is in ch . 13 .
77. Gen . 39:20-41:5 7 an d Dan. 2 .
78. Gregor y o f Nyssa , De opficio  homini,  13.
79. Evagriu s Pntikos, Praktikos  55 .
80. Ibid. 56.
81. Ibid. 59.
82. Ibid. 54.

83. Ibid. 64.
84. Se e Dagron (1985 : 43 ) o n Evagrius , Barsanuphius, and John o f Gaza' s Questions

and Answers,  where th e devi l i s the sourc e of eve n vision s o f Jesus Christ . Dagro n (1985 :
46-47) points out that the monastic authors ask one to doubt such revelations. Fo r Barnasu-
phius an d John, n o visio n whatsoeve r i s legitimate an d true . Cf . th e concep t o f directeur
spirituel i n post-Tridentine Frenc h Catholicism .

85. Dulae y 1973 . Se e also Amat 1985 ; Crevati n 1988 . I n the Confessions , Augustine
refers t o variou s dream s of his mother Monica ; se e Conf.  3.11 ; 5.9 ; 6.1 ; 6.3 ; 6.13 .

86. Augustine , De gen ad lit. 12.2.3. I  quote according to the edition i n the Bibliotheque
Augustinienne, 33 2 ff .

87. Cf . L e Gof f 1985 : 300 .
88. Se e esp . Augustine De gen ad lit. 12.30 .
89. Augustin e D e gen ad lit. 12.3.6-8.19.
90. Ibid. , 12.5.14 .
91. Ibid. , 12.6.15. O n vision s in Christian literature, see Adnes. See also "Epiphanie, "

Reallexikon fur Antike  und  Christentum  5,  832—905 .
92. Tert . D e an. 45.
93. Ibid. , 47 end .
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94. Cf . Cyprian , Ep . 9 , P L 4 , 253 .
95. Fo x 1987 : 383 .
96. Refoul e 1961 : 480 ; Dulaey , 1973 : ch . 3.1 ; MacDermo t 1971 . Se e further Benz

1961, Ben z 1962 .
97. Tert . D e an . 48 i n finem.
98. Fo r a n analysi s of this concept i n Weberian terms , se e Kippenberg 1991 .
99. Fo r medieva l Utopias , se e Gardine r 1993 .

100. Pric e 1986 .
101. Hanso n (1980 : 1421 ) argue s to th e contrar y that early Christian drea m vision s are

not significantl y different fro m thos e i n th e Hellenisti c an d Roman world .
102. L e Gof f 1985 : 293 .
103. Se e von Grunebau m 1966 : 20 .
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Communication wit h th e Dea d
in Jewish Drea m Cultur e

Galit Hasan-Roke m

for Raanan  Kulka

Mortals ar c immortals and immortal s are mortals,
the on e living the others ' deat h and dyin g the others ' life .

—Hemclitus o f Ephesus

The frequenc y wit h whic h dea d peopl e appea r i n dream s an d ac t an d
associate with us as though they were alive has caused unnecessary surprise
and ha s produce d some remarkable explanations which throw ou r lac k of
understanding of dreams into strong relief.

—Sigmund Freud

1

Dreams ar e visual experiences tha t ar e necessarily transforme d into words i n order
to tur n the m int o meaningfu l communication , no t jus t amon g individuals,  bu t
also between the dreamin g individua l an d her/himself . Thei r presence i n cultur e
is thus characterize d by a  semiotic complexit y of levels in whic h th e see n and th e
heard, th e spoke n an d th e shown , ar e intensely interrelated , bu t als o marke d i n
their difference . Defying Lessing' s taxonomy o f media an d Kantia n categorie s o f
perception, the y see m t o elud e bot h tim e an d space , while turnin g th e element s
of both into categories that are radically transformed by the cognitive an d expressive
uniqueness o f the phenomeno n o f dreaming . Thu s the y resembl e othe r state s in
which numinou s an d supernatura l experiences occur .

As visua l vehicle s o f meditation , memory , an d interpretation , the y presen t
themselves doubly : snapshot s fro m a n internall y generated terra  incognita  bu t als o
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stylized maps of the same ; metonyms as well as metaphors of inner journeys. The y
thus invit e interpretatio n bot h a s fragments of a  whol e neve r t o b e completel y
perceived an d a s synecdochic key s to a  comprehensive symbolica l code. I t i s this
mental, communicative, and semiotic indefiniteness of dreams that has turned them
into a n enigmati c epicente r o f interpretative praxi s in man y cultures.

This essa y i s about th e nexu s o f dreams and deat h i n Jewish textua l tradition .
Although i t i s no t possibl e t o characteriz e "th e Jewis h way " o f dreamin g o r
interpreting dreams , some themes ar e persistent enough t o b e regarde d a s central,
or a s keys. Death , on e suc h ke y theme , powerfull y focuse s th e existentia l an d
episteniological potentia l o f dreams . It s manifestation s in Jewish drea m cultur e
problematize othe r centra l concept s an d practice s o f th e culture , amon g the m
monotheism, visua l representation s of the sacred , divination, an d th e afterlife .

Dreams hav e bee n give n a  privileged positio n i n Jewish cultur e since biblica l
times. Th e tensio n an d oscillatio n betwee n totalit y an d utte r fragmentatio n tha t
are implici t i n dreamin g correlat e them strongl y t o huma n experienc e vis-a-vi s
the divin e a s articulated in Hebre w religiou s literature sinc e it s emergence .

Leo Oppenheim's comprehensive study of dream interpretation i n the ancien t
Near Eas t bear s ampl e witnes s t o th e fac t tha t drea m interpretatio n carrie d a n
enormous weigh t i n th e birthground o f Hebrew culture . Dream s gaine d impor-
tance far beyond the domai n o f private life—for example , i n majo r decisions o f a
political character ; this pervasiveness is intricately interwoven wit h th e expressiv e
articulation o f the presenc e o f holiness in the worl d o f humans. The centralit y of
dreams in earl y Sumerian an d Semiti c text s enabled Oppenhei m to delineat e on e
of the terminologica l construct s still governing muc h o f the discussio n o f dreams
in th e Bibl e an d i n rabbini c literature , namel y propheti c dream s an d symboli c
dreams, o r th e drea m a s prophetic vision , a s riddle o r enigmati c message.

It shoul d thu s not surpris e us tha t dream s have a  special , marked positio n i n
biblical texts, and are inserted into them in a  way which reflect s thei r centra l status
in th e constructio n o f religious fantasie s an d norms .

While the text does not inform us if Abraham's initiation into th e unity o f the
one Go d include d a  dream vision , Jacob—the patriarc h who fathere d the tribe s
of Israel—di d hav e a  majo r drea m experience . Jacob's drea m o f th e ladde r an d
the angel s portrays a formidable axis mundi  throug h whic h th e buildin g block s o f
Israelite identity—patriarchy, electedness , and the land of Canaan—traffic between
heaven an d earth .

The drea m text s o f the Hebre w Bibl e concern , i n general , leader s an d king s
(Jacob, Joseph, Gideon , Solomon , an d Nebuchadnezzar) . Tw o lacuna e cal l fo r
attention: there i s no drea m dream t b y a  woman, an d ther e i s no appearanc e of a
dead perso n i n a  dream . Th e correlatio n betwee n th e tw o omission s ma y b e
understood b y recalling th e visi t of Saul to th e witc h o f Endor, who conjure s up
an apparitio n o f th e dea d Samuel . Th e practic e sh e specialize s in i s absolutel y
forbidden and practically extinguished by the monarch himself. To attai n communi-
cation wit h th e dead , Sau l ha s t o transgres s a  prohibitio n ordere d b y hi s ow n
authority, an d t o concea l his own identity .
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The stor y o f Saul' s visi t t o th e necromance r i s inserted i n th e sequenc e o f
narratives describin g David's preparation s for hi s future positio n a s a king. "No w
Samuel was dead and al l Israel ha d lamented hi m an d buried hi m i n Ramah , his
own city . And Sau l had drive n awa y th e necromancer s an d magician s fro m th e
land" ( 1 Sam. 28:3) . Th e informatio n abou t Samuel's death is redundant, sinc e it
was alread y mentioned ( 1 Sam. 25: 1) . It s reappearance in th e vers e about Saul's
puritan measures against the mediator s o f the worl d o f the dea d i s thus of special
significance. I t is precisely the deat h o f Samuel—who anointe d Sau l but als o kep t
chastising him, and who was Saul's main source of information about God's will—
which seem s to hav e motivate d Saul' s drasti c reform . Sau l trie s t o fre e himsel f
from Samuel' s patronizing presence even as a dead soul . Thus he drive s away th e
necromancers ver y muc h lik e th e fathe r o f Bria r Ros e (Sleepin g Beauty), wh o
orders the destructio n of all the spindle s in his kingdom. Saul' s ambition t o prov e
his personal autonomy is , however, doome d t o fai l i n th e crisi s tha t ha s befallen
him: the Philistines are preparing for war and David recruits popular support against
the king . Moved b y fear cause d by the sigh t of the mass of Philistine soldiers, Saul
tries t o establis h communicatio n wit h Go d vi a al l th e legitimat e mediators —
through dreams , by Urim  ( a divinatory devic e manage d b y th e hig h priest) , and
through prophets—but wit h n o success . The techniqu e of Ovot —necromancy—
is his last hope. Tragicall y for Saul , the apparitio n o f the dea d prophet Samuel can
only reinforc e what alread y seem s obvious: Go d ha s abandoned th e king .

The precise mode of mediation between Saul and Samuel—and through Samuel
with God—is presented in the story in a regrettably unclear way. It seems, however,
that onl y th e conjuro r herself sees the dea d person, whereas the clien t onl y hears
him. Th e separatio n of sensory systems in communicatio n wit h th e dea d echoe s
the stron g sens e o f detachmen t an d fragmentatio n tha t i s th e hallmar k o f th e
perception o f the dea d by the livin g in Jewish culture .

One particula r verse in th e Endo r narrativ e has caused the interpreter s severe
trouble: "An d th e kin g said unto her , d o no t fear , wha t hav e you seen , an d th e
woman said : I  sa w god s risin g fro m th e earth " ( 1 Sam . 28:13) . Tw o piece s o f
linguistic informatio n ar e essential . First , "D o no t fear , wha t hav e you seen " i s
actually a  paronomasti c conundru m (a l tirei  k i m a rait)  i n whic h fea r an d seein g
are equated . Saul , wh o onl y hear s an d doe s no t se e th e vision , articulate s the
paradox, "D o no t se e what you hav e seen. " Eve n thoug h th e primar y meanin g
of Saul's words is clear, they also convey the awe of the numinous, visual experienc e
embodied i n th e dea d an d th e divine . Second , th e wor d translate d in Englis h as
"gods" ha s th e exac t for m o f th e wor d usuall y translated as God—Elohim. It i s
from th e plura l form o f the ver b "rising" (olim)  tha t the subject' s identit y a s gods
rather tha n Go d ma y b e derived , an d eve n the n th e pluralis  majestatis  i s als o a
possibility. The Aramai c translation , Targum Jonathan, quote s the woma n a s fol-
lows: " I sa w the ange l o f God rising. " Rashi' s medieva l commentar y elaborate s
as follows : "' I sa w gods rising from th e earth'—tw o angels (or messengers) Moses
and Samuel , because Samuel feared [th e sam e ver b a s in vers e 13 ] tha t h e wa s
summoned for trial, so he brought up Moses along with him." Th e commentator
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Radaq (Rabb i Davi d Qimchi ) mention s th e Talmud  passages but actuall y prefer s
the metaphoric understanding, "Bi g a s gods (o r God?)," whereas a later interpreter
(Metsudat David ) glosse s th e above-mentione d plura l for m a s plumlis majestatis,
that is , the One .

This whole discussio n points to the complexity an d paradoxicality of the status
of th e visua l numinou s experienc e i n Israelite , an d late r Jewish , culture . God' s
words t o Moses , "Ther e shal l n o ma n se e me an d live" (Exod . 33:20) , an d th e
ailing king Hezeqia' s self-pityin g word s quote d by th e prophe t Isaiah , "I shal l go
to th e gate s of Sheo l .. . I  shal l not se e Yah, Ya h i n th e lan d o f the living" (Isa.
38:10—11), a s wel l a s th e descriptio n o f th e revelatio n a t Sinai , "An d al l th e
people saw the voices" (Exod. 20:18)—all this suggests an unresolved contradictio n
concerning visual communication wit h th e divine . I f a living ma n who see s Go d
will no t live , ar e the dea d i n th e presenc e o f God—an d ca n the y se e him? Ca n
Yah no t b e see n i n th e lan d o f the living ? Or perhap s H e i s only i n th e lan d o f
the living ? The complexit y o f the relationshi p o f being alive , being dead , seeing ,
and Go d i s a knot i n th e dept h o f the textua l web .

That there are no dead in dreams in the Bible stems from a general apprehensio n
toward the dead, which permeates the cultural registers of ancient Israel represented
in th e biblica l corpus . Communicatio n wit h th e dea d i s relegated t o th e domai n
of fol k religion , stampe d a s pagan, o r rathe r idolatrous . Whe n a  glimpse o f such
traffic i s shown, i t i s practiced by a  woman, t o poin t ou t it s dubious status.

The communicatio n o f women wit h deat h an d th e dea d i s not restricte d t o
this on e instanc e i n th e Hebre w Bible . Lamentatio n fo r th e dea d i s a  feminin e
practice in biblical culture, as it had been in ancient Greece and in the Mediterranean
area fo r generations. 3 Moreover, i t i s th e creatio n o f woma n i n Genesi s 2  tha t
provides th e narrativ e incentiv e fo r turnin g th e Edeni c immorta l Ada m int o a
mortal man . Sh e becomes hi s woe-man, s o to speak.

Hava, th e nam e o f th e firs t woman , i s associated with life , whic h i s given t o
her by Adam. This resonate s both with hi s own being , " a living soul" (nefesh  haya,
Gen. 2:7 ) an d the totalit y o f living creature s (Gen. 1:24 , 2:19) a s well a s with th e
description o f the snak e as one o f "the livin g creature s of the field " (hayat  ha-sade,
Gen. 3:1) . Th e verba l inscriptio n o f her nam e thu s place s her i n th e domai n o f
life an d foregrounds that part o f her cultura l meaning. I n th e narrative , however ,
she bot h embodie s an d contradict s th e fantas y o f eterna l lif e investe d i n Edeni c
existence.

The ter m fo r Adam's "deep sleep" (tardema)  i s taken up by Elihu in hi s oration
directed to the suffering Job. Elihu's use of the word suggest s the intimate relation-
ship betwee n livin g an d sleeping , o r rathe r livin g an d dreaming : "I n a  dream i n
a vision o f the night , when deep sleep falleth upo n men . .  . . He keepet h bac k his
soul fro m th e pi t an d hi s lif e fro m perishing . .  . . He wil l delive r hi s sou l fro m
going int o th e pit , and hi s life shal l se e light. .  .  . To brin g back his soul fro m th e
pit, t o b e enlightene d wit h th e ligh t o f th e living " (Job  33:15 , 18 , 28 , 30) .
Significantly, Elih u extends the life-givin g powe r God invest s in humans from th e
preventive measure of "keeping bac k fro m th e pit " (yahsokh  nqfsho  mini  shahat)  t o
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"delivery fro m going int o th e pit " (padah  nafshi  me'avor  ba-shahaf)  t o th e explicitl y
redemptive "t o brin g back his soul from the pit " (lehashiv  nafsho  mini  shahat). Elih u
thus provide s a  powerfu l articulatio n o f th e ide a that , althoug h slee p resemble s
death, huma n being s nee d dream s fo r thei r well-being , perhap s eve n fo r thei r
survival.

2

Whereas Elih u i n hi s speech propose s tha t dreamin g vitalize s the dreame r her /
himself, i n Jewish drea m cultur e fro m lat e antiquit y onward , i n marke d contrast
to biblica l texts on  dreams , dreamin g serve s as a major vehicle to  revitaliz e dead
others a s actual presences in th e live s of dreamers .

There ar e numerous an d varied appearances of the dea d in dream s in rabbini c
literature. Suc h a n appearanc e ma y b e presente d a s having a  perfectl y practica l
function. On e suc h instanc e is actually th e textua l hoo k o n whic h th e length y
passage on dreams in the Palestinian Talmud (Ma 'aser Sheni 4-5) hangs . The Mishn a
portion bein g discusse d states:

Whosoever tell s hi s so n tha t th e secon d tithe s [whic h h e reserved ] ar e i n thi s
nook an d h e finds them i n anothe r nook , the y ar e [declared ] ordinary ; tha t h e
left a hundred [coins ] and he finds two hundred, the difference [th e other hundred ]
is ordinary ; tw o hundre d an d h e find s on e hundred , al l of i t i s tithes.

It seems quite eviden t tha t the reaso n why th e fathe r himsel f canno t b e consulte d
is tha t he ha s departed fo r a  distant place or , mor e likely , tha t he i s dead.

The followin g Talmudi c discussio n elaborates on th e issue:

There was a man who wa s worried about hi s father's money. Hi s father appeare d
in his dream and told him the sum and the location o f the money. I t was brought
before th e rabbi s wh o said : What i s sai d i n dreams  doe s no t weig h i n eithe r
direction. (Ibid. )

The initia l reaction o f the rabbi s sounds completely acceptabl e from a rational
point o f view. O n th e othe r han d i t is followed b y a  long passage with example s
which, a t leas t t o som e degree , prov e th e opposite . Thes e text s clearl y indicate
the complexit y o f rabbinic views o n drea m interpretation .

This compexity reflects the formal aspect of the multivocal structur e of rabbinic
literature of late antiquity. Rabbi So-and-So says one thing, Rabbi Somebod y Else
says anothe r thing : th e ver y structurin g of th e tex t a s dialogue an d a s a chain o f
tradition embodies a  dialogical interaction tha t presents itself to u s as a true celebra -
tion o f disagreement . Significantly, th e categorica l rejection of the halaki c signifi-
cance o f dreams, or eve n o f their significanc e i n general , is in thi s case attributed
to a  collective voice , "th e rabbis. " Its initia l positio n i n th e sequenc e o f dreams
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in M a 'aser Sheni  perhaps overstates its normative, representative , and authoritativ e
character, an d present s the othe r view s quote d (fro m individuals ) a s subversive.
As ou r knowledg e o f the intricat e procedure o f turning th e ora l traditions of the
Talmudists (Amoraim ) int o a  written wor k i s still very incomplete, i t i s difficult t o
judge whethe r thi s seemin g oppositio n bewee n authorit y an d subversio n stems
from th e dynamic s of the ora l tradition itself or if it has been superimpose d by th e
editorial organizatio n of the materials.

The discussio n initiate d b y th e exampl e o f th e ma n wh o dream t th e plac e
where hi s fathe r ha d deposite d hi s tithe s lead s t o th e presentatio n o f additiona l
dreams:

A ma n cam e t o Rabb i Yossi ben-Halafta an d told him: I  saw in m y drea m tha t
I was told: G o t o Cappadocia and you wil l find your father' s fortune . He [Rabb i
Yossi] asked : Did tha t man' s [th e dreamer's] fathe r eve r g o t o Cappadoci a i n his
lifetime? H e answered : No . H e [Rabb i Yossi ] sai d t o him : G o an d count te n
rafters i n your hous e an d yo u wil l find your father' s fortune under rafte r kappa.
(Ibid.)

The interpretatio n o f Rabbi Yossi seems to refe r t o the positio n of the Gree k
letter kappa  i n th e alphabe t a s tenth, rathe r tha n t o it s numerica l value , twenty ,
paralleling the numerical system practiced in the Hebrew alphabet . (In the Babylo -
nian Talmud version , Berakhot  55b, "kappa"  i s interpreted as the ter m for the rafte r
and th e numbe r te n i s derived fro m the en d o f the wor d "docia" —"deka").

I have elsewhere discussed the centra l motif o f both th e abov e dreams: a father
who leave s a fortun e t o hi s so n wh o i s compelle d t o complet e a  task , ofte n t o
solve the riddle, in order to inherit it.5 The moti f reflects the father-son relationship
between Go d an d Israel , which i s widely represente d i n rabbinic narratives , espe-
cially i n parables. The relationshi p is thus constantly tested in numerous narrativ e
renderings. Bu t i n thi s cas e th e issu e is als o th e basicall y enigmatic characte r o f
the individual' s identity , whic h seek s reaffirmatio n in a  mode parallelin g i t i n its
elusiveness. Knowledg e abou t the legitmac y o f lineage is reached i n a  dream .

The second dream text presents in an extremely condensed form—characteristic
of the poetic s of rabbinic literature i n late antiquity—the semioti c complexit y o f
the audia l and th e visual , in lin e wit h ou r earlie r remarks . Thu s th e drea m i s a
hybrid o f a  message drea m an d a  symboli c dream , th e classica l categorization o f
Artemidoros, which has become a  standard division in European folk interpretatio n
of dreams as well a s in th e scholarl y discourse on th e subject . Th e dreame r see s a
dream, but it s contents are verbal, almost like a realization of the sacred, synesthetic
metaphor applie d i n th e descriptio n o f the revelatio n a t Mount Sinai : "An d th e
people sa w the voices" (Exod . 20:18) . Thi s cognitiv e process seems to proceed i n
an implied , almos t automatic manner . Th e hypostatizatio n of the hear d voic e as
a visible entity , whic h i s simultaneously t o replac e the visibl e an d t o eradicat e it ,
represents a level of theological epistemology that problematizes the whole percep -
tion o f visua l reality . The synestheti c construction questions sensory experience
by distortin g its usual framework . Likewise dreams very ofte n emplo y the powe r
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of the sense s but als o belie this same power. Th e mixtur e o f sensory systems, like
the above-mentioned separatio n between them , is common to dream experience s
and experience s o f the numinous .

The sequenc e of dreams in the Palestinian Talmud tractate Ma 'aser Sheni contin-
ues with some example s in which dream s are interpreted t o communicate incestu -
ous wishe s o r wish-fulfillment s (th e tw o possibilitie s are withi n a  fairl y sensibl e
interpretative rang e o f th e text) . Thes e text s hav e bee n especiall y centra l fo r
understanding th e rabbini c influenc e o n Freud' s theor y o f dream interpretation ,
based on dream s and interpretations suc h as, "I saw an olive tree watered b y oliv e
oil ... h e knew hi s mother; I  saw one o f my eyes kiss the othe r .. . h e knew his
sister."7 However , th e perspectiv e of this essay leads us to hal t a t anothe r dream :
"A ma n cam e t o Rabb i Yishmae l be n Rabb i Yoss i an d tol d him : I  sa w in m y
dream a  sta r bein g swallowed . H e sai d t o him : Ma y hi s spiri t leav e hi m fa n
extremely powerfu l curse] , he ha s killed a  Jew, a s it i s written: 'Ther e shal l rise a
star ou t o f Jacob'" (Num. 24:17 ; th e blessin g of Bileam). Thi s i s the onl y drea m
from th e sequenc e i n th e Palestinian Talmu d passag e that employ s a  biblical verse
as an interpretative key for a dream. In the much more extensive passag e on dreams
in th e Babylonia n Talmu d (Berakhot  55a-57b) , thi s techniqu e i s presented a s a
standard procedur e o f conversions. Th e drea m ma y also be understoo d t o impl y
an ethni c oppositio n betwee n Jew an d non-Jew.

The interpretatio n o f the symbol is quite simpl e and does not diffe r i n principle
from th e earlie r ones in th e passag e in which no vers e was applied. Th e fac t tha t
a vers e i s employed her e ma y b e a  mere coincidence , bu t i t ma y als o be ther e
because thi s dream , unlik e th e others , ha s moved fro m th e are a o f tabooe d se x
and social status (i n dreams I  have not quoted ) t o that of death. It is the revelatio n
of this subjec t that, mor e tha n others , eithe r need s corroboratior i fro m a  biblical
source or , b y association , leads the discours e t o a  text fro m the sacre d corpus.

The dream s tha t hav e bee n discusse d unti l no w al l lack th e par t whic h fo r
most people who submit their dreams to interpretation mus t seem the most impor-
tant—the realizatio n o f th e interpretatio n i n reality . I n systemati c drea m book s
there are , a s a rule , n o suc h moments . Th e questio n o f realizatio n arise s in th e
context o f drea m narratives , that is , when peopl e tel l thei r dream s no t fo r th e
purpose o f interpretation , bu t i n orde r t o construc t a  pas t reality , o r eve n a
biography, i n whic h a  dream , it s interpretation , an d it s realizatio n al l pla y a n
important role . I n suc h narrative s the directio n o f th e discours e turn s fro m th e
future—which dominate s some , bu t no t all , dream-interpretative discourses—t o
the past ; and the mod e shift s fro m prescription t o description. 8

In th e contex t o f the lega l discourse of the Talmud , whic h leaves most case s
unresolved i n th e strictl y pragmatic sense , thus ope n t o futur e interpretatio n an d
extrapolation, th e lac k o f solution s t o enigmati c dream s i s no t surprising . This
seems to me t o revea l the speculativ e character of the rabbis ' intellectua l activity,
despite th e prevailin g view o f thei r interest s a s mainly pragmatic . Whereas th e
referential aspec t o f th e tex t predominantl y addresse s the past , interpretin g an d
reinterpreting Scripture , the conativ e aspect—focusing o n th e recipient—actively
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turns towar d futur e generations . Th e dialogica l characte r of the rabbini c corpu s
is not limited to internal textual relations, which abound in the varieties of dialogue,
but als o evolve s i n a n openl y self-reflexiv e manne r int o th e proces s o f future -
oriented interpretation .

The dream s in the passage from the Palestinian Talmud discussed above, wher e
the resul t in  realit y is  accounted for , presen t powerfu l example s of  wha t is  best
characterized, I  believe , a s word magic . Th e magica l effec t o f th e interpreter' s
words i s further stresse d by th e nex t account , wher e a  woman come s t o Rabb i
Eliezer (variants : Elazar) an d tell s a  dream—i n whic h a  rafte r o f he r hous e wa s
broken. Hi s interpretation predict s the birt h o f a son, whic h indeed occurs . Th e
symbolic aspect of the interpretation resonates with a standard metaphor in rabbinic
language: a  man's wife is called his house. The interpretatio n o f birth in term s o f
breaking a  rafter reveal s an intimate knowledge o f the connectio n betwee n givin g
birth an d rupture , danger  an d death.

After a  while, however , th e woman dream s the same dream again. She returns
to ask for an interpretation. When she arrives for the second time, Rabbi Yishmael
happens to have lef t hi s students alone; they d o thei r best to replace him a s dream
interpreter. Thi s prove s t o hav e fata l consequence s a s their interpretatio n reveals
a much more one-dimensional understandin g of the symbol of the broken rafter—
so tha t deat h alon e i s projected, and th e subtl e and vita l connection wit h givin g
birth i s overlooked . Th e student s interpre t th e broke n bea m a s predicting th e
death o f the dreamer' s husband , which soo n occurs . Upon hearing the wailing o f
the widowe d dreamer , Rabb i Yishmae l teache s his disciples a n importan t lesso n
in dream interpretation: "Yo u hav e killed a man. The drea m follows its interpreta-
tion, a s has been said : 'An d i t cam e to pas s as he interpreted t o us' " (Gen . 41:13;
the maste r o f butlers t o Pharao h concernin g Joseph).10

More than any theoretical formulation in rabbinical texts, the dreamer's return
to Rabbi Yishmael clearly states a rejection of static interpretations of dreams based
on list s of symbols and their meanings. The interpretatio n proves to be absolutely
dependent on a specific contex t o f interpretation, on the personality of the partici -
pants, their knowledge, wisdom , an d maturity, an d their choice of those fate-laden
words i n whic h the y choos e t o formulat e thei r interpretation . I t thu s strongl y
resembles the hermeneutica l praxi s of Midrash, i n which numerous , contextuall y
recreated interpretations may grow out o f reading one an d the sam e biblical text .
Interpretation o f dreams, like the interpretatio n o f sacred texts, is thus seen as the
specific dialogu e o f a  given individual  i n a  personalized context .

Rafters see m to carr y special significance in ancien t drea m lore. I n on e o f the
best-known dream s o f antiquity—Penelope's i n Odyssey  19 , line 544—th e eagl e
(interpreted a s Odysseus himself ) perche s o n th e rafte r o f th e gable d roof . Th e
dream itsel f is followed b y th e mos t articulat e version o f earl y Helleni c oneiri c
theory, built around th e famous image o f the gate s of ivory and the gate s of horn.
The rafter , however , connect s th e drea m -wit h intimat e experience s inside th e
house, within the family and the married couple. In both th e Greek and the Jewish
examples, th e rafte r i s interprete d as a  mal e elemen t which , togethe r wit h th e
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female image of house, constructs the union o f man and wife (in rabbinic language
beta—house—is explicitl y also a  term fo r wife ; th e Homeri c ter m melathron  ma y
also mea n "house " i n late r usage) . I n al l the rafte r dream s mentioned here , th e
dynamics o f fragmentation of the whole , an d th e constructio n o f a  whol e from
fragments, see m t o b e central . Birth , whic h complement s th e structur e o f th e
family, occur s throug h a  brea k i n th e femal e body . Th e deat h o f th e husban d
obviously truncates the wholenes s o f the family . And Odysseus' s interpretation of
his wife's dream (before  sh e ha s recognized him ) signal s the imminen t en d o f th e
long separatio n between them .

3

The passag e on dream interpretation in the Palestinian Talmud, whic h has supplied
the example s discussed above, i s "recycled" (in a reformulated version) in Midrash
Rabba on th e Book o f Lamentations. Man y culture s privilege th e them e o f death
in the  discours e of  drea m interpretation . I  hop e tha t the  discussio n abov e has
introduced some of the specifi c issues that arise in the context of a culture wrestling
with th e complexit y an d paradoxe s of monotheism , an d als o laborin g t o shap e
meaningful connection s betwee n th e latter and the human experience s of separa-
tion, fragmentation , individuality , an d insecurity . I n th e Palestinia n Midrash o n
Lamentations, Eikha Rabba, the theme o f death in the text of dream interpretations
echoes th e centra l historical subjec t o f th e book—deat h an d sufferin g cause d by
the destructio n o f the secon d templ e i n Jerusalem an d Roman oppression . Th e
dream narrative s foreground th e metaphysica l a s well a s the universa l aspects o f
this historica l narrative.

Eikha Rabba presents a succession of riddle tale s and dream tales. This sequence
naturally stresse s th e interconnectednes s o f bot h genre s and , i n th e proces s o f
reading, project s on e genr e ont o another . Thu s both th e oneiri c flavo r o f riddle
images and th e enigmati c characte r of dreams are highlighted .

The drea m of the swallowe d star , cited above, is also interpreted a s the murde r
of a  Jew in  Eikha  Rabba, on  the  basis , however , of  a  differen t Biblica l verse, the
image o f the innumerabl e star s i n God' s promis e t o Abraha m (Gen . 15:5) . Bot h
verses set the murder o f an individual Jew i n the contex t o f a collective prophec y
of a bright futur e fo r the people . While , o n on e hand , th e transcendenc e of th e
group ove r individua l mortality ma y be understoo d a s a source o f consolation , i t
also sharpens the tota l loneliness of the individual , most clearl y embodied i n each
individual death . Similarl y to death , which i s inevitably experienced individually ,
dreams are a cultural practice rooted i n a  radically isolated experience; thi s experi-
ence can , moreover , onl y b e communicate d secondarily—unlik e death , whic h
usually canno t be communicate d at all.

The mos t extensiv e text o n drea m interpretatio n in rabbini c literature is the
passage o f almos t thre e folio page s i n th e Babylonia n Talmud , Berakhot  55a—57 b
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ff. This passage displays striking variety in form, contents , an d genre s as well a s in
ideological an d epistemologica l approaches.

The tex t move s fro m a  total denia l o f the ontologica l valu e o f dreams t o th e
view that a dream is a diminutive prophecy ; fro m examples o f how interpretation ,
is the on e an d onl y facto r tha t determine s ho w th e drea m i s going to b e fulfille d
in reality , t o list s o f dream symbol s an d thei r standar d interpretations. This wid e
range o f ideas is again possible because of the choru s of voices—or rather , the hos t
of expressive solos—representing informants of at least three centurie s (firs t centur y
C.E. t o fourt h century C.E.) , tw o countrie s (Palestin e and Babylonia) , and several
cultural environment s (lat e Hellenistic , Roman, Persian , Byzantine).

This text understates the role of dreams as conveyors o f messages from the dea d
in comparison with other texts , both in the Palestinian sources already discussed and
in the Babylonian Talmu d itself . On th e othe r hand, it includes a horror tal e about
the deat h o f the wif e o f Rava ( a Babylonian Jewish sage ) as the resul t o f a  dream
interpreter's negative interpretation—give n becaus e Rava di d not pa y him. Her e
again the magica l power o f the interpretativ e formula is highlighted. Sinc e Rava' s
dreams, like those of his colleague Abaye (wh o pai d the interprete r an d therefore
received benign interpretations) , are mostly scriptural verses, the exposition o f the
inherent polysem y o f the biblica l tex t emerge s a s a by-product o f the story .

4

This section o f Bemkhot  masterfully expresse s the delicat e balance between psycho -
logical motivation s an d magica l power s i n th e stor y o f two Jewish sages , Rabb i
Yehoshua ben-Hanani a (Palestinian ) an d Shmue l (Babylonian) , wh o ar e ap -
proached b y two kings , a Roman empero r an d the Persia n king Shapur . The tw o
rulers provoke th e sage s to enac t Jewish wisdo m b y demandin g tha t the y predic t
what th e empero r an d the kin g wil l drea m th e nex t night . Th e sage s recite tw o
striking pictures, paralleling and mirroring eac h other, in which th e ruler is captured
by adversaries  (the Roman b y th e Persian s and vice versa ) and force d t o perfor m
a menia l tas k usin g a  golde n tool . Th e pictur e remind s u s o f Harol d Bloom' s
remark abou t Rieff' s commentar y o n th e relationshi p betwee n th e drea m an d its
message according t o Freud: " . . . wha t matters is some protruding element , som e
element tha t seems hardl y t o belon g t o th e text. "

The consecutiv e appearanc e of th e tw o scene s a s dreams i s doubly code d i n
this context . On e possibilit y i s that th e Jews ar e indee d abl e t o forese e dreams ,
and thu s thei r wisdo m i s of a magical character . Th e othe r i s that th e wisdo m o f
Rabbi Yehoshu a and Shmuel is psychological: they apply the devic e of suggestion,
thereby determinin g th e content s o f the dream s rather tha n predictin g them .

The doubl e perspectiv e o f psychologica l an d magica l motivation s lie s a t th e
center o f th e multifacete d pictur e o f dream interpretatio n in rabbini c sources. It
\vould b e fals e t o tr y t o trac e that ambivalence back t o a  sociological dichotomy
such a s popular (magical) an d elit e (psychological)— a solutio n sometime s offere d
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by scholars . In th e contex t o f the paradoxe s o f monotheism i n it s correlation t o
human experience , th e nee d t o contai n epistemologica l ambivalenc e ma y b e a
major reaso n for th e centra l position o f dreams. Along thes e lines, dreaming an d
dream interpretatio n ma y be understoo d a s one o f the expressiv e arena s in whic h
a human and a superhuman perspective meet, communicate , an d clash. Other such
arenas ar e sacre d texts and rituals.

5

The rite s of the dea d are conducted b y th e living . Often , however , eulogie s an d
lamentations us e the desperat e second-person form , t o prolon g the limina l phase
of parting, t o hal t th e fina l detachment . Th e imag e o f dreamin g i s suggestive of
that flui d stage . B y introducin g i t th e rabbi s presen t a  possibl e bridg e ove r th e
clear divisio n between th e livin g and the dead :

R. Shimo n ben Laqis h said: The differenc e betwee n us and the [dead ] righteous
is only in speech. R. Ishia n [said]: The dea d person hears his praise as if in dream.
R. Shimo n ben Laqish said: Those who ar e alive know wha t those who ar e dead
do, and those who ar e dead know nothin g about what those who ar e alive do.12

In a  long passag e in th e Palestinia n Midrash compilatio n Bereshit  Rabba,  from
which th e abov e i s quoted, Be n Laqis h deals with hindrance s in communicatio n
between th e living and the dead (he is discussing the immortality o f the righteous).
One o f thes e hindrance s i s th e inabilit y t o speak . I n th e Babylonia n Talmu d
(Berakhot 19a) , the sam e is said in the contex t o f the questio n of whether th e dea d
can hea r eulogies . Th e discussio n introduces a  detailed lis t o f th e differen t stage s
of the decompositio n o f the bod y an d the varyin g degree s o f ability of the dea d
to hea r durin g thos e stages .

The powe r o f th e tex t lie s i n it s intens e ambiguity : th e dea d ar e dreamin g
those alive—who ar e in a dream—and the dead appear in the dreams of the living .
R. Ishia n proposes the dream as a possible bridge between the worlds. His intuition
correlates the dea d with dreams , since that is where mortal s are able to encounte r
them. A  dead person is portrayed as sleeping and dreaming of those alive who ar e
praising him . Thu s thos e -wh o are aliv e ar e th e drea m o f th e dead . R . Ishian' s
image come s quit e clos e t o th e widel y know n notio n o f lif e a s a  dream . Be n
Laqish's second sentence—"Thos e wh o ar e alive know what thos e who ar e dead
do, and those who ar e dead know nothing abou t what thos e who ar e alive do" —
may be seen as a reaction to the idea expressed by R. Ishian : since the dea d dream
the living , th e livin g constitut e fo r the m th e unknow n spher e o f the dream . I t
remains unclea r wha t Be n Laqis h means wit h th e beginnin g o f thi s sentence —
"Those wh o ar e alive know \vha t those who ar e dead do"—unless he i s referring
to th e physica l conditio n of the corpse .

One o f the mos t compellin g dream narrative s about the communicatio n be-
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tween th e livin g an d th e dea d appear s in th e Babylonia n Talmu d (Mo'ed  Qatan
28a):

Rav Seorim , th e brothe r o f Rava , wa s sitting [an d studying] i n fron t o f Rava.
He saw him [Rava ] "fal l asleep" [dying] . H e [Rava ] said : Tell [the angel of death]
not to cause me pain. The other answered: Are you not a "best man" [a n important
man] yourself ? He answered : Onc e man' s fortun e is in th e hand s [o f the ange l
of death] he doe s no t min d him . H e said : Please appear to m e [i n a dream, afte r
death]. H e appeare d t o hi m an d asked : Wer e yo u i n pain ? H e said : Lik e th e
piercing fo r bloodletting .

Rava wa s sitting [an d studying] i n fron t o f Rav Nahman . H e sa w him [Ra v
Nahman] "fal l asleep " [dying] . H e [Ra v Nahman ] said : Tell [th e ange l of death]
not to cause me pain. Answered the other: Are you not an important man yourself?
He answered : Wh o i s important, wh o i s safe, wh o i s strong [facin g th e ange l o f
death]? H e said : Pleas e appea r t o m e [i n a  dream, afte r death] . He appeare d t o
him and he asked: Were you in pain? He said : Lik e pulling a thread out o f milk.
But i f God would tel l me "G o bac k to the world wher e you were," I would no t
want it , sinc e the fea r i s great.

This drea m narrativ e present s th e distanc e betwee n th e livin g an d th e dea d a s
unusually close . The dyin g teachers an d thei r disciple s are even abl e t o arrang e a
dream rendezvou s acros s the borde r betwee n her e an d eternity . Th e narrative s
are, however , permeate d wit h feeling s o f insecurit y an d fea r i n th e fac e o f th e
moment o f death . Both teacher s reveal thei r weakness , turning t o thei r disciple s
in a  desperat e attemp t t o alleviat e th e pai n o f death . Accordin g t o th e rabbini c
ethos, disciple s learn fro m thei r teacher s by close observatio n an d imitation , eve n
of most intimat e an d quotidia n behaviour . Th e functio n o f the doublin g o f th e
narratives seem s t o b e a t leas t partl y t o sho w tha t eve n th e manne r o f dyin g i s
transmitted from teacher to disciple, from R. Nahma n to Rava. Rava, who occupies
a special position in Babylonian Jewish magical tradition (th e making of the Golem ,
Bab. Talmu d Sanhedrin  65b) , serve s a s the connectin g lin k o f th e tradition ; h e
learns from his teacher and teaches his own discipl e the traditio n o f bridging ove r
the limi t o f death an d life—by dreaming .

Unlike Ben Laqish, the narrator of the double tal e seems to think that the onl y
ones who kno w wha t dying is really about are those who hav e already experience d
death. Th e concludin g word s o f R . Nahma n remai n enigmatic , an d eve n th e
lexical choic e fo r th e wor d "fear " i s unusua l (b'twty).  On e coul d interpre t th e
concluding sentenc e accordin g to  Stoi c philosophy : deat h is  where cal m is,  and
returning t o thi s worl d an d it s anxieties i s undesirable . O n th e othe r hand , th e
enigmatic formulatio n a t th e en d o f the stor y convey s a  countermessag e t o th e
story itself . Wherea s th e stor y seems t o tel l u s that dream s ar e a  possible channe l
of communication betwee n th e dea d an d the living , th e final sentence reinforce s
the emotiona l presenc e of the impenetrable , unknow n domai n o f death.

As i n man y othe r dream s i n ancien t Jewis h sources , here , too , ther e i s a
striking visua l component , althoug h th e dream s ar e primaril y stage d a s audia l
communication. Th e tw o metaphorica l description s of the pai n of death functio n
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at first "sight" to familiarize the utterly unknown an d to reassure the listener about
the unthreatenin g proportion s o f the awesom e moment . O n th e othe r han d th e
symbolic significanc e of blood an d mil k connect s these fluids -wit h a  mystery of
no les s powe r tha n th e momen t o f death—namely , tha t o f birth . Th e re d an d
white o f the vita l fluids introduce th e perspectiv e o f the beginnin g int o dream s
dealing wit h the anxiet y o f the end . Thus a  heightened sens e o f transformation is
created that leads in (a t least) tw o directions . Birth an d death are the harmoniou s
frame o f a  meaningful unit—life. The meanin g lie s i n it s very framin g a s a linear
process. O n th e othe r hand , th e occurrenc e o f blood an d milk i n the descriptio n
of deat h als o transpose s the departur e fro m on e lif e int o birt h i n anothe r one .
Strangely, the introduction o f the perspective of a new lif e int o the stor y does no t
create a  tone o f consolation, bu t rathe r disrupt s the equilibriu m achieve d by th e
framed span .

In Jewish culture of late antiquity, as in many other periods and places, midwiv -
ing and lamenting are both womanly arts . Thus the appearance of blood an d milk,
representing labo r an d nursing , ma y b e see n a s representatives o f th e "exotic "
world o f wome n i n th e all-mal e realit y o f teacher s an d disciple s (especiall y in
Babylonia). O n th e othe r hand , th e relation s betwee n th e me n i n thes e tw o
narratives represen t a n alternativ e mod e o f intimacy , tha t o f studyin g together ,
from whic h wome n ar e excluded . Th e picture s o f blood an d milk i n thes e tw o
dreams ar e carefull y detache d fro m th e archetypa l context o f birth an d nursing :
bloodletting occur s i n rabbini c text s a s a  perfectl y acceptabl e mal e occupatio n
(Abba Umn a i n Bab . Talmu d Ta'anit  21b-22a) . Th e liftin g o f the threa d o r th e
net fro m th e mil k brings to mind the preparation of cheese, which i n the Middl e
East unti l this day may be don e by men , unlik e the preparation o f other kinds of
food. White and red are also the dominant color s in the passage called "the tractate
on th e gestatio n o f the child " (Bab . Talmud Niddah  3la) . Ther e th e vita l fluids
are blood and semen, an d there i s an operative collaboration—rather than separa -
tion—of femal e an d male i n conjunctio n wit h God . I n contras t t o th e imag e o f
wholesomeness in the relationship man-woman-God projected in "the tractat e on
the gestatio n o f the child, " th e tw o shor t storie s abou t Ra v Seorim , Rav a an d
Rav Nahman also introduce fragmentation into the sphere of the divine by associat-
ing the process of dying with th e ambiguous agent called the angel of death, rather
than with Go d himself.

An earlie r passage of the Niddah  tex t elaborates another aspect of the transcen-
dental potentia l o f dreams:

Rabbi Simla i presente d th e text : Wha t doe s th e chil d look like i n hi s mother' s
womb? H e rest s like a  folded writing board [pinax],  hi s hands on bot h temples ,
both forearm s on bot h knees , bot h heel s o n bot h buttocks , an d hi s head rest s
between hi s knees, the mout h seale d and th e nave l open; h e eat s from wha t hi s
mother eats , drink s from wha t hi s mother drink s and doe s not excret e so as not
to kil l his mother, an d when h e ha s seen dayligh t the seale d opens and th e ope n
is sealed , otherwis e h e canno t liv e eve n fo r a n hour . An d a  candl e i s li t o n hi s
head an d h e look s fro m on e en d o f the worl d t o th e other , a s it i s said "Whe n
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his candle shined upon my head and when by his light I walked through darkness"
[Job 29:3] . An d yo u shoul d no t wonder , sinc e man sleep s here an d see s a  dream
in Ispami a [Spain] and ther e are no day s in which ma n ha s such pleasure as those
days, a s it i s said "O h tha t 1  were a s in month s past , a s in th e day s whe n Go d
preserved me" [Jo b 29:2]. Which day s consis t of months only and no years ? Th e
days o f pregnancy. And h e i s taught al l of Learning [Torah ] a s it i s said .  .  . and
when h e goe s ou t t o th e worl d a n ange l come s an d hit s his mouth s o tha t h e
forgets al l of Learning . . ." (Bab . Talmud Niddah  30b )

The compariso n betwee n the child in the womb and a dreaming perso n reache s
beyond th e simpl e technicalit y o f explainin g th e abilit y o f th e unbor n t o se e all
of the world—exactly like a person who ca n dream abou t distant lands. The unborn
is t o R. . Simlai lik e on e wh o dream s th e entir e world, much lik e th e dea d ar e to
R. Ishia n i n th e Bereshit  Rabba  tex t quote d above . Th e drea m o f th e unbor n
expands to include th e entire Torah, which i s then forgotten, i n a Platonist manner ,
with th e help  o f the angel' s finger .

The framin g o f human lif e a s a dream i n rabbini c cultur e ma y wel l revea l th e
influence o f other cultures , suc h as Greece o r India . The distributio n o f the ide a
among the rabbis should i n any case not b e overrated, sinc e it has been synthesize d
here from tw o separat e texts o f separate origin. Th e following , late r tex t present s
a somewha t inconsisten t variatio n o n th e sam e theme:

Rabbi Zechary a says : slee p a t nigh t i s lik e thi s world , an d awakenin g i n th e
morning i s like th e worl d t o come . An d a s at night  ma n lie s dow n an d sleeps
and hi s sou l roams aroun d in th e worl d an d tell s hi m i n th e drea m everythin g
that come s along, a s it i s said "I n a  dream, i n a  vision o f th e night , when dee p
sleep fall s upo n men , i n slumbering s upo n th e bed ; the n h e open s th e ear s o f
men an d seal s thei r instruction " [Jo b 33:15-16], likewis e th e soul s o f th e dea d
roam in th e worl d an d tel l them everythin g that come s along. . . . There ar e six
whose voice run s from on e en d o f the worl d t o th e othe r an d their voice i s not
heard: when a  tree "which bears fruit i s felled .  . .  when th e ski n of the snak e fall s
. .  . when a  woman i s divorced from he r husban d . .  . when a  woman i s with he r
husband fo r thei r first intercourse . . . when th e chil d comes ou t o f hi s mother's
womb .  . .  and when th e sou l leaves the body—th e voic e runs from one en d o f
the worl d t o th e other , an d the voic e i s not heard . And th e sou l does no t leave
the bod y unti l i t ha s seen th e divin e Presenc e [Shekhina]  a s it i s said "Fo r ther e
shall no ma n se e me an d live" [Exod . 33:20|.14

This tex t i s somewhat late r tha n th e classica l rabbini c perio d (approximatel y
eighth century C.E. ) and is characterized by a typically didactic tone. The ideologica l
proposition whic h state s tha t thi s worl d i s sleep , an d th e worl d t o com e th e
awakening, i s consistent wit h th e vie w tha t lif e i s a dream. Bu t tha t view i s soon
followed her e b y th e compariso n o f deat h wit h sleep . Th e moti f "Slee p i s on e
sixtieth o f death " (an d Bab. Talmud Berakhot  57b , an d " a drea m i s one sixtiet h o f
prophecy") i s widened t o includ e th e worl d a s the drea m o f the dead . I t seems as
if th e author(s ) conceptualiz e separately the experienc e o f dyin g an d deat h an d
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the ide a o f th e worl d t o come , a s if i t wer e no t th e dea d wh o ar e supposedl y
populating th e world t o come .

The passag e on th e worldwid e sound s tha t ar e no t hear d construct s a grou p
of phenomena unite d by their deep and truly tragic pathos. They are all irreversible
transformative changes , involving los s and some violence . I n thi s context i t makes
sense tha t firs t matin g an d birth , a s well a s the moltin g o f the snake , which ar e all
in principl e positiv e changes , ar e groupe d togethe r wit h th e fallin g frui t tree ,
divorce, an d death . Th e cluste r highlights o n on e han d th e violent , hurtfu l sid e
of apparently positive changes and, on the other , th e liberating , generative aspects
of the sadde r ones. The inheren t ambivalenc e of the tota l human proces s is made
very concrete .

The tre e felle d while i t carrie s fruit i s to m e th e mos t enigmati c imag e o f th e
six. Unlik e th e others , i t arouse s a n empath y tha t i s perfectly disinterested , a s it
describes a n experienc e whic h w e neve r hav e an d wil l neve r b e par t of . I t thu s
activates a n almos t purely poetic-aestheti c sens e of compassio n (eve n i f environ -
mentalists may se e here a n ancien t prefiguration of some o f their ideas).

The thre e first images ech o th e worl d o f Eden: th e tree , the serpent , and the
expulsion (th e Hebrew word fo r divorc e i s identical t o th e wor d fo r expulsion);
the last three expres s the human conditio n afte r Eden—sex , birth , an d death. Th e
rabbinic configuratio n ca n no longe r separat e the tw o stages . Thus th e being s o f
Eden ar e tainte d b y loss , wherea s dreamin g serve s as a re-creatiori o f possibilities
which ar e experience d a s lost, tha t is , as having existe d i n th e idea l past .

What does the oxymoroni c universal , unheard soun d signify ? Probabl y some -
thing similar to the soun d o f the atomi c explosio n a s described by a  deaf and mut e
survivor in the Swedish poet and Nobel Prize laureate Harry Martinson's dystopia n
epic poe m "Aniara" : "On e mut e a s stone bega n t o describ e /  th e worst nois e he
ever heard , /  soundless. "

The oxymoro n i s an intensification of synesthesis. Synesthesis, mixing the senses,
puts the concep t o f sensory reality, and especiall y the possibilit y of representing i t
in words, into a  state of insecurity and ambiguity. Oxymoron , made o f impossible
sensory connections and combinations, explode s the distinction o f separate sensory
systems. Both ar e part of the intricat e mechanism b y which dreams condense an d
distort reality . They also are means o f uttering th e ineffable , o f giving for m to th e
transcendent. Alon g thes e line s th e passag e in Pirqe  de-Rabbi  Eliezer  ends: "An d
the sou l does not leav e the body unti l it has seen the divin e Presence " (Shekhina).

6

Medieval and premodern Jewish culture transmitted rabbinical dream lore in various
modes of expression. One suc h is the creatio n of handbooks, similar to the adapta-
tions mad e o f Artemidorus' s Oncirocritica  i n almos t ever y Europea n language.
These Hebrew drea m books, which are still reproduced in almost unchanged form,
organize som e o f th e rabbini c texts , mainl y large portion s o f th e passag e fro m
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Berakhot, in an alphabetic—or some othe r systematic—order . The y are compose d
as dictionaries where the dream symbol is presented as a word in a foreign language,
and its traditional interpretation a s the definitio n in translation . The emergenc e o f
dream book s tha t standardiz e the relationshi p betwee n drea m symbol s an d thei r
meaning introduces a radical change into the communicative proces s and therefore
to th e cognitiv e statu s o f drea m interpretation . Wherea s rabbinica l literature , a s
we hav e seen, highlights the interpersona l contex t o f interpretation, drea m book s
seem t o contrac t th e contextua l connotation s int o conventionalize d denotations .
The Berakhot  passage is the neares t to a  dream book tha t classica l rabbinic cultur e
produced. Althoug h no t exactl y a  standard lis t o f interpretations, it s frequent ref -
erence to biblical texts , which appear both in dreams and as interpretative devices ,
serves as a more stable textual framework for dream interpretation tha n most othe r
rabbinic text s o n th e subject , which interpre t dream s contextualized in narratives.
But eve n i n th e Berakhot  passage, the fac t tha t th e th e rabbi s se e texts as eternally
open t o reinterpretatio n generate s a  potentia l fo r th e recontextualizatio n o f th e
interpretations o f dreams.

There are , however , numerou s othe r instance s of oneiric creativit y i n Jewish
culture afte r th e en d o f th e classica l rabbinica l perio d (afte r th e eight h centur y
C.E.). On e tha t ha s been centra l fo r th e constructio n o f th e traditio n o f drea m
interpretation bot h i n th e responsa literature an d in folklore i s the ric h and varied
corpus o f drea m narrative s a s wel l a s discussion s o n dream s i n th e contex t o f
Ashkenazi Hassidism—Germa n Jewis h Pietism—o f th e twelft h century . I t i s
significant tha t the twelft h century constitute s a  real peak in the articulatio n o f the
return o f the dea d i n Wester n Christianity , a s Jean-Claude Schmit t ha s recentl y
shown.

Much of the Ashkenazi Hasidic material, which has since been endlessly recycled
by rabbi s al l over Europ e an d th e Mediterranea n countries , discusse s o r portray s
the appearanc e o f the dea d o n a  level o f quotidianity tha t seems quit e rar e in th e
rabbinical literature . Rabbi s i n th e sixteent h centur y ar e asked what t o d o when
a dea d perso n come s i n a  dream an d ask s t o b e remove d fro m hi s grave because
he i s burie d nex t t o a  heav y sinner . On e dea d ma n i s sai d t o hav e aske d i n a
dream tha t hi s clothes b e burie d wit h him . I n thi s cas e th e rabb i showe d specia l
resourcefulness b y suggestin g tha t th e clothe s b e distribute d t o th e poor , s o tha t
the dead man's soul be clothed with charity in its eternal abode. There is no doub t
that dreams serve in thi s cultura l sphere a s the majo r mode in which th e dea d are
believed t o communicate wit h the living—more s o than the living with the dead .

Modern Jewish drea m cultur e i n it s Israeli manifestation draws upo n a  variety
of traditions . Th e mai n feature s o f rabbini c drea m interpretatio n no w cooexis t
with a  variety o f other component s o f dream cultur e acquire d throug h centurie s
of cultural interactions .

Moroccan Jews , a s well a s other ethni c group s in Israe l today , construc t th e
cult o f decease d hol y me n an d saint s upo n oneiro-biographie s of th e worshipers
and their objects of worship, creating networks of oneiro-communitics. Commu -
nication wit h th e dea d i s accepted , matter-of-factly . Importan t collectiv e an d
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private event s are communicated throug h dreaming . I n a  recently publishe d fol k
book containin g a  Sephardi woman's repertoir e o f dream narratives , the dreame r
herself write s i n he r introductio n tha t dream s are , fo r her , sign s o f a  worl d i n
which lif e an d death exis t in harmony withou t pain . They open up the possibility
of meeting her dear ones, both th e living and the dead . In her ow n words , "They
have made m e believ e in a  life afte r thi s one. "

At that moment I  was not selective. After having locked the door of the bathroo m
behind me , I  too k of f my clothe s an d mounte d m y bed , tha t i s I  entere d th e
bathtub an d prostrated myself in it . Rabb i Nahman o f Braslav used to say , Th e
Holy Name Blesse d be He conduct s His world with mercy ever y day better and
better. Fo r m e i t i s not so . Every new da y which th e Hol y On e Blesse d be H e
gives m e i s harder.

But stil l I  fel l aslee p and slept . Ho w d o I  know that I slept? From th e drea m
that I  had . Wha t di d I  dream , I  dream t tha t a  grea t wa r cam e upo n th e worl d
and I  was called ou t t o war . I  swor e a n oat h t o th e Lor d tha t i f I  return hom e
in peac e from th e war , whatsoeve r come s fort h fro m m y hous e t o mee t me ,
when I  retur n fro m th e war , I  shal l bring a s a burnt offering . I  returne d hom e
in peac e and lo , her e I  myself come fort h to mee t me .

The stor y in which thi s dream is recounted open s with th e narrator' s landlady in
Berlin dreamin g tha t he—th e narrator—wil l brin g bac k her so n wh o ha s disap-
peared a t th e fron t i n Worl d Wa r I . Th e stor y wa s written b y Agno n i n 1949 ,
after Worl d Wa r I I an d afte r th e Holocaust . Th e narrator-protagonist , a  Polis h
Jew wh o ha s left hi s home i n Palestine , i s moving fro m on e plac e t o anothe r i n
Germany, mostly by trains . The stor y has been criticized for "not havin g a center
which holds. " '  I t is , however, a  story about th e destructio n o f the inne r cente r
and becoming a  Wandering Jew, upon whom other s project dreams of omnipotent ,
miraculous rescue , and who himsel f dreams about exorcisin g an immense guilt —
that o f survival—by becoming a  burnt offering . Th e crossin g point betwee n lif e
and deat h is , in thi s dream, moved int o th e self .

Agnon lived i n a n intellectual milieu in which psychoanalysi s had an integra l
place. His stories are replete with psychoanalytic insights and motives. The Germa n
context o f thi s specifi c stor y ma y hav e triggere d a  heightene d articulatio n o f
psychoanalytic discourse (although some stories that occur in Polan d ar e also like
this, for example, " A Simple Story") . I t is, however, th e despai r of the Holocaus t
that resonates through the reality of the First World War, a displacement of ineffable
mass deat h transforme d back into a  "normal" war . Th e disappearanc e into tota l
invisibility o f a n entir e Jewis h cultur e position s idea s o f transcendenc e o n a n
extremely shar p edge . Collectiv e nightmares ca n trul y mel t th e cente r of the self
with sacrificia l flames .

Even i f Agnon had not mentione d Rabbi Nahma n o f Braslav in the paragraph

7
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leading to th e dream , th e drea m itsel f might hav e reminded th e reade r of one o f
Rabbi Nahman' s ow n dreams:

And I  sa w i n th e drea m tha t i t wa s th e Da y o f Atonemen t [Yorn  Hakippurim],
and i t was clear to m e tha t every Day o f Atonement on e perso n is sacrified, an d
the hig h pries t sacrifices him. They were lookin g fo r one fo r the sacrifice , an d I
agreed t o b e th e sacrifice . An d the y aske d me t o mak e a  written commitment ,
and I  did so . Later , whe n the y wanted t o sacrific e me , I  regretted i t an d wante d
to hide . Bu t then 1  saw that the crow d surrounde d me , s o how coul d I  hide? I
left th e tow n an d whil e I  was leaving I turned back and entere d int o th e town .
And I  looked aroun d an d sa w that I was back in th e town ! So I  wanted t o hid e
among th e non-Jews . I  thought tha t i f the communit y wil l com e an d as k them
for me , the y wil l certainl y hand m e ove r t o them . Another on e t o be sacrifice d
in m y plac e was found . And ye t I  fea r th e future . 24

The religiou s imagery of sacrifice link s ritual and dream as stages of the enact -
ment o f the battl e between th e identity o f the individua l and the need t o destroy
the uniqueness of individuality—and this in th e fac e o f the monotheisti c conduc t
of a world tha t often present s itself as chaotic and senseless . Both Rabb i Nahma n
and Agno n see m t o accep t the despotis m of the One , but thei r dreamin g rebels
against th e violenc e o f that despotis m as it reache s into interna l space.

The relationshi p in Jewish cultur e between the human and the divine is rooted
in radica l separatio n and division . It i s thus not surprisin g that th e ac t o f creation
itself is structured as a series of divisions, between hig h an d low, wet an d dry , man
and woman , and , finally, morta l and immortal . Jewish drea m cultur e echoes this
basic structure: dreams become very complex means of bridging the division , eve n
of transposing it i n paradoxica l ways, such as changing roles between dream s and
dreamers, th e livin g and th e dead .

Notes

1. Oppenhei m 1.956 .
2. Base d on a  passage in Palestinian Talmud Hagiga  chapte r 2, paragraph 2 and Babylo-

nian Talmu d Hagiga  2b .
3. Alexio u 1974 ; Nenola-Kallio 1982 : 97-111; Hasan-Roke m 1996a : 121-140 .
4. Kristianpolle r 1923 ; Stemberger 1976 ; Niehoff 1992 ; Hasan-Rokem 1996a : 101 -

120. Fo r comparativ e perspectives, see also Lewy 1978 ; Cox Mille r 1994.
5. Hasan-Roke m 1987 ; 1996a: 50-77.
6. Chapte r 5 , thi s volume .
7. Baka n 1958 ; Bilu 1979 ; Miller 1981 ; Handelman 1982 ; Hasan-Rokem 1996a :

141-154.
8. Bowersoc k 199 7 claims that whereas Artemidorus was mainly intrested in dream s

as omens, his contemporaries who wrot e fictional prose presented mainly "Freudian" dreams
that expres s fears , anxiety , an d othe r similar states o f mind.

9. Jakobso n 1960.
10. Whe n I  told one o f the senio r administrators a t the Hebre w Universit y about th e
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topic o f our symposiu m at Hubertusstock, she reacted as follows: "You know , a  neighbo r
on David Yellin Street where I  lived when I  was young ha d a  dream about the roof falling
down. Sh e went t o a  rabbi (whos e nam e I  don't know ) an d he tol d he r tha t he r husband
would die . Sh e cam e frightene d to Rabb i Ary e Levin wh o live d nearb y an d tol d hi m i n
panic th e drea m an d the rabbi' s interpretation . H e said : 'Tha t rabb i killed you r husband ,
because a s the drea m i s interpreted yo u ge t it. ' Thi s i s a true stor y that I  can tel l you. H e
really die d within a  year o r so. "

11. Bloo m 1987 : 5 .
12. Midrash  Rabba  fo r Genesis , Bereshit  Rabba  Vatica n M S version , Theodor-Albec k

edition p . 1237 ; Variants : Pal. Talmud, Avoda  Zara  ch . 3  paragraph 1 Midrash Zuta  Eccle -
siastes, Qohele t Zuta , ed . S . Buber, ch . 9 .

13. I n th e Palestinia n versio n o f th e "gestation " theme , i n th e Midrash  Rabba  fo r
Leviticus, Vayiqr a Rabba  14, 2-3 (Margaliot-Margulie s ed. esp. pp. 302-305), the interaction
is exclusively between Go d an d the woman .

14. Pirqe  de-Rabbi  Eliezer  ch . 3 4 i n th e Warsa w editio n wit h th e Luri a commentary ,
and in the Horowitz edition; ch. 33 in the Higer edition. I thank Dina Stein for the insight
and th e reference.

15. Martinso n 1954 : 45 .
16. Se e chs. 7 and 8  in th e presen t volume.
17. Fo r th e relationshi p between th e rabbis ' interpretatio n o f text s an d thei r drea m

interpretations, se e Lieberman 1962 ; Kuge l 1986 ; Niehof f 1992 ; Hasan-Roke m 1996b .
18. Harri s 1963 ; Da n 1971 ; Trachtenber g 1974 : 230-249.
19. Schmit t 1994 .
20. Prof . Yoram Bilu , Hebre w University , Jerusalem; personal communication .
21. Raymon d 1995 : 54 .
22. S . J. Agno n 1968 , "A d Henna, " 7:76 . (m y translation)
23. Prof . Da n Laor , Tel-Aviv University ; persona l communication.
24. Sade h 1983 : 117 .
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Astral Dream s i n Judaism

Twelfth t o Fourteenth Centuries

Moshe Idel

Introduction

We liv e multidimensiona l lives . Among othe r things , w e inhabi t simultaneousl y
a variet y o f times : a  private one , consistin g o f birth, youth, maturity , an d death ;
microchronic time , use d below to refe r t o th e rhythms o f daily and yearly rituals;
historical time , dealin g wit h th e event s o f group s an d nations , describe d her e as
the mesochronos; an d cosmic time , dealing with processes in nature and universe,
which w e cal l macrochronos. Som e mystic s attempted t o escap e time altogethe r
by reaching an ecstatic, atemporal experience . Everyone als o experiences "oneiric
time," which i s a special form o f private , consciou s time . A  perso n ma y inhabi t
some o f these times at the same time; i t is always interesting t o explore th e shifting
balances betwee n suc h times , balance s tha t characteriz e differen t personalitie s o r
various cultures . Rathe r tha n attemptin g t o distinguis h betwee n thes e religiou s
cultures on th e basi s o f their allege d definitiv e discrimination betwee n times , an d
then describin g a  certain religio n agains t the backgroun d o f this choice , I  suggest
we examin e way s differen t religion s integrat e various forms o f time differently .

The concomitanc e o f thes e time s facilitate s distinc t interactions . Th e ritua l
microchronos ma y be relate d t o a  much large r natura l or macrochroni c rhythm .
At the same time the microchronos may be related to historical time, the celebration
of important pas t events or anticipatio n of future events . Th e existenc e of natural
rhythms invite s a relationshi p betwee n privat e time , which ma y b e regarde d as
random, an d more comprehensiv e forms o f order that encompass it. The attemp t
to correlat e the tw o rhythm s to exploi t th e potentia l of the forme r for the benefi t
of the latte r is one o f the mai n purposes of astrology an d o f some form s o f magic.2

235



236 Middl e Age s and Moder n Wes t

For a  medieval Jew expecte d t o perfor m th e dail y Jewish ritual , fo r example ,
multiple time s include d a  historia  sacra  an d als o the impac t o f th e astra l order o n
private an d publi c events , i f he believe d i n astrology—a s man y Jews di d i n th e
Middle Ages . Thi s averag e Jew woul d als o expec t th e adven t o f the Messia h i n
historical, o r wha t I  propose t o designat e a s mesochronic, time . Th e coexistenc e
of thes e differen t form s wa s no t simple , an d dorman t conflict s ma y b e sensed .
Thus, fo r example , i t i s not alway s eas y t o believ e i n th e direc t interventio n o f
God i n history whil e presupposin g the efficienc y o f the astra l order ; o r to believ e
in th e efficac y o f ritual while allowin g astrolog y a n important role . But , comple x
as these webs were , inne r conflict s di d no t preven t a n ofte n fruitfu l coexistence .
Answering differen t huma n needs , thes e forms o f time wer e effectiv e i n differen t
moments. Ordinar y huma n behavio r has much t o do with the possibility of estab-
lishing a  balance between them , s o that the rhyth m o f life i s not disturbe d by a n
uncontrolled mixing . I t is helpful to discriminat e an d to experienc e th e plenitud e
of these form s o f time i n orde r t o regulat e what i s commonly calle d the norma l
course o f life .

I would like to address the relation between private time and the macrochronos ,
understood i n thi s context a s astral order . Astra l order wa s considere d activ e no t
only i n externa l daytim e realit y bu t als o a t night , i n sleep , i n nocturna l time .
Unlike man y othe r kinds of time i n Judaism, especiall y the micro-  and mesochronoi,
the perio d o f slee p wa s no t shape d b y lega l regulations ; prayer s wer e offere d
immediately prio r t o an d afte r wakin g fro m sleep , but th e real m of sleep was fre e
from forma l requirements . I  shal l presen t th e astra l drea m a s th e intersectio n
between th e astra l orde r an d privat e life , a  moment o f insight , eithe r a  gif t fro m
above o r a  result of human initiative , enablin g a  person to peer into th e futur e b y
means o f a  mantic relationshi p t o th e celestia l forces that shape that future .

In many of the dimensions previously mentioned, tim e is not merely a succession
of meaningless moments bu t rathe r instance s following eac h othe r i n accordance
with a  certain structure or orde r tha t provides the sequenc e with specifi c type s of
meaning. Structur e is linked t o meaning , an d moments i n tim e ar e charged wit h
a specifi c import . On e o f th e mos t influentia l ways o f structurin g th e universe ,
shaping concepts of private and historica l time, was (and is) the astrologica l order .
Stars, spheres, and planets were conceive d no t onl y a s celestial entities roaming i n
chaotic space , bu t als o a s powers rulin g th e lowe r world . Whil e man y Greek ,
Muslim, Jewish , an d Christia n philosopher s an d astrologer s assume d a  certai n
influence o f the movement s o f the celestia l bodie s o n th e generatio n an d deca y
of lower substances , in som e circle s the celestia l bodies wer e though t t o hav e an
impact o n lowe r processe s by virtu e o f their spiritual , rathe r tha n thei r material ,
components. Th e spiritua l elements o f these bodies—pneumata, ruhaniyat,  o r ruha-
niyyot—were force s bot h immanen t i n the m an d present i n processe s below, an d
also endowe d wit h th e potentia l o f being draw n dow n b y capabl e magicians.3 In
a hierarchical vision of the world , everythin g higher was conceived of as naturally
more powerful , governin g lowe r event s by force s emanate d from above .

In medieva l Aristotelian cosmogony , the motion s o f celestia l bodies shaped all
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natural processes, such as the generatio n an d corruptio n o f bodies, the remova l o f
one form and the impression of another. The lower entitie s were regarded as hylic,
potential, fluid, corruptible by definition, compared to the supernal entities, which
were more formative, active , and stable. Again, in thi s cosmogony , epistemolog y
reflects the same order; human hylic intellect was seen as actualized by the separate,
cosmic, o r "agent''/"active " intellect . Thi s downwar d emanatio n i s on e o f th e
most comprehensiv e concept s of medieval though t i n th e West , shape d by most
forms o f Neoaristotelianis m an d Neoplatonism , b y medieva l astrolog y as well as
by Kabbalah. Though sharing many elements , these hierarchies have, nevertheless,
their ow n distinc t structures . Neoaristotelianism an d Neoplatonis m wer e muc h
more inclined toward a rigid order that presupposed a continuous stream of emana-
tion downward , an d huma n activit y was mainl y conceived , i n thi s context , a s
preparation fo r the maximu m receptio n o f this emanation . Often thi s stream was
a unified one, an d it s different effect s wer e seen as dependent upo n th e recipients .
In othe r words , differentiatio n is basically the effec t o f different reception s o f on e
comprehensive an d unifie d form of energy. Little , if anything, could be don e t o
change the nature of the emanation or its strength or direction. Lik e broadcasting,
it could have an infinite number of recipients, each according to specific capacities.
Activities involve d i n establishin g contac t wit h th e descendin g emanation s ar e
much mor e intellectua l o r spiritual , involving th e purificatio n o f th e sou l o r
improvement o f th e activitie s o f th e intellec t i n orde r t o bette r cleav e t o th e
emanations. These contacts are the culmination o f moments of contemplation and,
in more extrem e forms , mystica l experiences o f union.

On th e othe r hand , astrologica l and kabbalistic emanations wer e though t t o
be muc h mor e diversified . Presupposing a far more mythologica l superna l world,
many kabbalistic theologies, and most astrological systems, play with the assumption
that th e differen t superna l powers , divin e o r astral , emanat e differen t form s o f
effluxes, whic h ca n be capture d in differen t way s through various rituals, objects,
and moments. Moreover , accordin g to some forms o f Kabbalah, it is even possible
to influence the nature of the descending effluxes by means of the commandments,
performed wit h mystica l intention, designe d to contro l th e relationshi p between
divine power s an d th e force s emanate d b y th e differen t constellation s o f divin e
manifestations.4 I n othe r words , astrologica l and kabbalisti c rituals were fel t t o b e
much more influential because they entailed not only specific preparations but als o
the selectio n o f powers one would like t o capture , encounter, o r eve n stimulate .
The latte r forms o f ritual are much more concrete than those o f the philosophers,
and are similar to, and influenced by, some forms of theurgy found in the Hermetical
traditions and some forms of Neoplatonism.5 More than philosophical preparations,
those propose d an d embrace d b y astrologer s and kabbalist s ca n b e calle d "tech-
niques."

In wha t follows , I  explore a n issu e tha t has been ignore d by moder n scholar-
ship—the astra l dream, a minor issu e in the genera l economy o f kabbalisti c litera-
ture dealin g with dreams . This marginalit y may b e bette r understoo d against its
salient background. Dreams in general , and thos e induced deliberately b y certai n
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practices, ar e important enoug h i n Kabbalah; however, th e mai n literary genre o f
this literature , calle d she'elat  halom, 6 ha s littl e t o d o wit h astra l agent s an d deal s
more with a  linguistic kind o f magic directe d a t angels , conceived o f in term s o f
more traditiona l Jewish view s o f late antiquity . Th e acceptanc e o f the genr e o f
she'elat halom  in kabbalistic literature marginalized th e othe r bran d of oneiric tech -
nique, base d a s it wa s upo n astra l concepts . Nevertheless , a t leas t on e recip e fo r
receiving a  dream connecte d explicitl y t o star s i s available:

She'elat Halom'.  Fas t and wash; afterward stan d before th e stars , where Ursa Major
is, an d sa y in fron t o f it : I n th e nam e o f Stani , I  conjur e you , TzShNY BY H
YH Y H Y H B'R Y tha t you shal l send me thi s nigh t tw o sage s who wil l revea l
to m e whateve r I  as k and deman d fro m the m i n trut h .  . . until h e wil l do m y
will, al l the quest s o f my heart .

Unfortunately, th e Bodleia n manuscrip t i s the onl y on e I  know containing thi s
recipe, an d i t ha s som e illegibl e words . Th e conten t o f thi s drea m questio n is ,
however, devoi d o f a  mor e comprehensiv e explanator y system , whic h woul d
explain wh y an d ho w star s ar e th e sourc e o f dreams. Suc h systems existed, an d I
would lik e t o poin t ou t th e interaction s betwee n the m an d the phenomenolog y
of dream an d religion .

Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezr a and
the Anonymou s Sefer ha-Hayyim

One o f the most significan t contributor s to astral thinking i n Judaism is the twelfth -
century polymat h Abraha m ib n Ezra . A n accomplishe d astronomer , a  famou s
interpreter o f the Bible, a  distinguished linguist, and a great poet, ib n Ezra opene d
a new era in Jewish thought both by contributing t o the development o f astronomy
in Judaism an d b y hintin g a t astrologica l implication s o f biblica l episodes . Th e
range o f ibn Ezra' s impact in these two domain s stil l awaits comprehensive study ,
but i t seem s t o m e tha t n o othe r autho r i n th e Middl e Age s was given s o muc h
attention, judging b y th e numbe r o f supercommentaries dedicate d t o hi s biblical
commentaries. I n short , his assumption was tha t a  certain ritua l ac t o r a  building ,
if undertaken withi n a  certain stella r configuration, woul d succee d to th e exten t
of the affinity between the nature of the act or building and the nature of the stellar
configuration a t that time.9 This is also the cas e insofar a s dreams are concerned. I n
his commentar y o n Danie l 2:2—5 :

The hartumim  kno w th e essenc e o f th e dream s an d ho w th e sou l see s vision s
during the night , and they called als o to th e ' ashafim wh o know the puls e o f the
arm and what th e change s in the bod y [depend ] on . An d the majorit y o f dream s
depend upo n bodil y changes , an d h e als o calle d th e mekhashshefim,  wh o kno w
the propitiou s hours to d o certai n deeds , s o that they might have a  look i n orde r
to know [ the meaning of] the drea m in accordance with the configuratio n o f the
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stars in that hour. 10 He als o called the kasedim,  who kno w th e future i n accordance
with thei r lore , whe n the y kno w the moment o f someone's birth .

Nebuchadnezzar's attempt s to decod e hi s dreams followe d variou s paths , ac -
cording to ibn Ezra, some o f them reducin g the dream to physical changes, other s
to th e impac t o f celestia l bodies . I  a m intereste d i n th e las t tw o categorie s o f
occultists: the kasedim  presupposed a deterministic attitude to event s in life , whic h
they viewed a s dependent upo n the stella r configuration at birth, an d thus focused
solely upo n dat a i n th e past ; th e mekhashshefim  interprete d dream s accordin g t o
the hour of the dream, hence following the concomitant stella r configuration. Th e
latter, however , implie s a  much mor e activis t approach: i f one know s th e nexu s
between constellation s and their effects below, on e may not only decode the nexus
retroactively bu t als o stipulat e a certain type o f activity in advance . Thus "certai n
deeds" coul d b e calculate d in advanc e t o ensur e th e bes t results . Elsewhere, ib n
Ezra mentions th e drea m questio n explicitly, but withou t an y astral implications 11

Ibn Ezra's view wa s adopted, anonymously , b y Sefer  ha-Hayyim,  a theosophical
treatise composed in the first third of the thirteenth century somewhere in Norther n
Europe, an d attributed, according t o some earl y evidence, t o Abraham ibn Ezra.
There i t i s said that

the mekhashshefim  to o know the propitious hou r t o d o a deed, and in accordanc e
with tha t hou r the y ar e able t o know th e drea m o f man, i f he sleeps , by mean s
of the configuratio n o f the star s a t that hour .

The anonymou s autho r elaborate d upon ib n Ezra's statement, a s this last sentence
shows. Sefer  ha-Hayyim  wa s copied an d preserve d almos t exclusively b y kabbalists,
as inspectio n o f it s earlies t manuscript s shows . I t i s eviden t tha t th e boo k wa s
known t o kabbalist s in Ital y a t the en d o f the thirteent h century . I t seem s tha t
some synthese s betwee n Jewis h mystica l concept s an d Arabi c magi c ar e already
evident i n th e Arabi c writing s o f R . Yehuda h be n Nissi m ib n Malkah , wh o
flourished in the middl e o f the thirteent h century , apparently in Norther n Africa ,
long before the renewed intrusion of Arabic magic into the world o f the Jewish elit e
of Spain. However , astra l rituals concerning dreams appear in Jewish literature , to
my bes t knowledge, onl y a t the en d o f the thirteent h century .

"Maimonides"' Kabbalistic Epistl e

One o f the first and most interesting  discussion s of oneiric techniques intended t o
induce a n astra l dream i s found in a  spurious epistle attributed t o Maimonides . I n
some manuscript s i t i s entitled Megillat  Setarim.  I t i s quite eviden t tha t th e forge r
was a  kabbalis t belonging to th e ecstati c Kabbalah, but th e precis e date an d place
of the compositio n of this epistle is far from clear. 16 To Maimonides , wh o oppose d
astrology and was wary of uncontrolled activity of the imagination , was attributed
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the authorshi p o f a  kabbalistic letter , whic h discusses , positively , linguisti c magi c
and astra l dreaming . Thi s canno t b e a n exampl e o f ordinar y pseudepigraphy ,
because views were attributed to Maimonides that were totally alien to his thought
and even sharply criticized by him.18 Thus we may assume that this attribution is
a calculated effor t t o link the philosopher with those trends in Jewish thought that
he either opposed or were quite alien to his worldview. Let me adduce the pertinent
passage i n th e epistle :

In th e vers e "An d ther e I  will mee t wit h thee , an d I  wil l spea k with the e fro m
above th e covering , fro m betwee n th e tw o keruvim  whic h ar e upo n th e ar k o f
the Testimony , o f al l thing s whic h I  wil l giv e the e i n commandmen t t o th e
children o f Israel" : Yo u ma y fin d i n i t twenty-tw o words , hinte d a t i n Sefer
Yetzirah whe n i t wa s said : "Twenty-tw o letters , H e engrave d the m an d H e
extracted them an d weighed the m an d permuted them an d combined them , an d
He create d by them 'th e sou l of all the formation, ' and 'the sou l of all the speech ,
which wil l be forme d i n th e future" 21 an d thes e ar e twenty-two simpl e letters ,
and the intentio n wa s that all that was created, beginnin g with the spiritual forces
of the angel s to th e huma n souls " has been engrave d b y the twenty-two words ,
and ma n wil l hav e knowledg e o f the hidden " an d wil l remembe r wha t h e has
forgotten insofa r a s possible things. Know tha t Moses ou r master , blessed be hi s
memory, al l his comprehensions were th e announcemen t o f the divin e nomos24

as arranged out o f al l the name s of the angels , when h e wa s meeting wit h the m
always,25 this being the reaso n of [the description o f Moses]26 'for he i s the trusted
one i n My house. ' An d fro m thi s verse seven names emerge, whic h correspon d
to seve n angel s o f th e firmament s tha t ar e Saturn , Jupiter, Mars , Sun , Venus ,
Mercury, Moon , an d the y correspon d t o seve n [type s of ] sacrifices o f oxen, an d
corresponding t o the m th e holiday s ar e arranged according t o sevens , and seven
units of seven are the year of the Jubilee, and out o f seven years is the Shemittah ,
and [a t the en d o f the seve n months], th e Ne w Year , an d afte r seve n week s th e
reception o f th e Torah , an d ou t o f th e seve n day s Sabbath , and correspondin g
to them the seven altars built by Balaam. 27 .  . . And you alread y know, fro m wha t
you hav e rea d wit h m e concernin g th e scienc e of astronomy, '  tha t th e Moo n
will tur n int o a n opposit e configuratio n i n th e sevent h day ; thi s i s wh y he r
emanation onto the lower worl d wil l change . All this is a hint a t and a n observa -
tion a s to what wil l be emanate d here from the movers o f these seven planets.30

Behold, thi s i s th e orde r o f th e seve n name s [emergin g ou t of ] th e above -
mentioned verse , and th e firs t line consist s o f th e firs t letter s of th e words , th e
second fro m th e las t letter s an d thei r vocalization i s tha t o f th e Bible , forward
and backward . Thes e ar e the names :

WLSh W' M HMS h HMS h H " 'H ' "B Y
YKM YK L TN Y MR L NT T LR T KLY L

And thi s i s th e wa y o f [magical ] us e o f thi s matter : Le t hi m fas t Wednesday ,
which i s the da y of Mercury, which i s appointed for wisdom an d th e knowledg e
of th e hidde n things , an d h e shoul d behav e i n a n extremel y pur e manne r an d
with a  feelin g o f sham e toward people. An d whe n h e goes  t o bed , h e shoul d
wash al l his flesh with wate r in th e firs t hour o f the nigh t an d cloth e himself in
a pur e an d clea n rob e an d trousers , an d h e shoul d sleep alon e an d pronounc e
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those verses , one tim e with intense concentration31 and a pure heart and humble
spirit, and afterward s h e should pronounce the above-mentione d names , and his
heart is directed t o heaven always . And yo u shoul d do i t so seven times , namely
you shoul d rea d the seve n above-mentione d verse s an d the seve n name s o f the
angels,32 and h e shoul d arrang e in hi s mouth th e doub t tha t h e has , whatever i t
may be, afte r the perfect imagination and the evacuated thought.33 And he should
sleep afterward s o n th e lef t side 34 an d yo u wil l find, in th e mids t o f your sleep ,
that th e spiri t o f the hol y God wil l dwell upo n yo u an d th e hai r o f your fles h
will bristle , 35 when the slee p o f tremendum  come s upo n you , and fea r t o you r
thoughts. During the drea m a t night you wil l see the vision s o f a man who wil l
awake you from your sleep and will dispute with you an d will tell you the secrets
of wisdom, an d twic e a s much understanding.  Then he wil l appea r a s if he ha s
a controvers y with yo u showin g to you th e plac e tha t you wer e i n doubt . Th e
stronger your concentratio n i s and your complianc e wit h th e wondrou s dee d
[greater], th e doub t tha t yo u ha d wil l be explaine d i n a  truer an d more correct
manner and the firmamen t o f your intellect will be purified fro m al l great doubts
by a  stron g catharsis , s o tha t n o roo m fo r doub t relate d t o you r questio n wil l
remain.

From man y point s o f view , thi s astra l visio n i n drea m offer s nothin g new ,
insofar as astral elements are concerned. What I find more interesting and apparently
characteristic o f the kabbalisti c version o f the astra l explanation, i s the paramoun t
importance o f the linguistic aspect of the discussion . In magic in general, linguistic
formulas recur . However , her e i s a n explici t attemp t t o formulat e a  linguisti c
continuum tha t wil l enabl e the explanatio n o f the efficac y o f the linguistic device.
Names d o not onl y designat e objects, nor d o the y onl y coexis t with things , a s in
some natura l vision s o f language ; the y ar e als o entitie s permeatin g th e spiritua l
realm an d constitutin g a  continuum betwee n th e angeli c and the huma n worlds .
Language, a t leas t the specia l formulas mentioned above , i s therefore see n a s th e
very stuf f o f spiritua l reality . Th e introductio n o f th e quot e fro m Sefer  Yetzira h
has precisel y thi s role—t o adduc e a  proo f tex t fo r linguisti c immanence. 38 Th e
explanation o f doubt , th e substanc e o f oneiric technique , i s offered b y Mercury ,
Hermes, th e master of knowledge and hidden things . He appears in a dream vision
and begin s a  dialogu e wit h th e dreamer . Th e wa y thi s dialogu e i s presented is
reminiscent o f talmudi c discussion , whe n a  person i s taught ho w t o understan d
a doub t abou t a  text . Thi s conversatio n i s importan t fro m bot h historica l an d
phenomenological point s o f view : i n dreaming , a s in wakefulness , revelatio n i s
more dialogical than apodictic. Th e dreamer  is not asking for the gnosis of a hidden
subject bu t woul d lik e t o continue , o n th e nocturna l level , th e reflectio n on an d
the elucidatio n o f thos e matter s tha t coul d no t b e elucidate d upo n wakening .
Revelation is therefore put i n th e servic e o f interpretation, an d Hermes-Mercury
comes i n order to offe r i n a  dream th e clu e to what coul d not b e found in a  lucid
state o f mind. The oneiri c techniqu e attempt s to solv e a  hermeneutical quandary
by resortin g t o Hermes .

Historically speaking , ther e ca n b e n o doub t tha t th e spuriou s epistl e wa s
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composed by a follower of ecstatic Kabbalah. I n this form of Kabbalah, revelation
in a  stat e o f wakefulnes s i s attaine d b y mean s o f divin e names , an d angel s ar e
thought t o convers e wit h mystics . What w e se e in thi s tex t i s a nocturnal drea m
serving a s the scen e for th e revelatio n tha t i s usually said, in ecstati c Kabbalah, t o
take place in a  state of lucidity. The mai n clu e to th e adjuratio n is the names  tha t
emerge fro m a  verse dealing with divin e revelatio n i n the temple : Go d promise d
to speak from between th e tw o keruvim.  In the version o f the medieval kabbalists,
these two keruvim  have been translated into th e human inne r faculties: imaginatio n
on on e han d an d intellec t o r though t o n th e other . Thes e tw o capacitie s were
described by Maimonides a s necessary for prophetic experience , an d I  assume that
the kabbalis t must prepare them befor e going t o sleep in orde r t o hav e the divin e
message delivere d from somewher e betwee n them . Thi s metaphorica l readin g o f
the keruvim  i s found elsewhere i n th e pseudo-Maimonidea n literature , apparentl y
in the same sense. T o a  certain extent, th e purifications of the dreamer mentione d
in th e epistl e ar e reminiscent o f that o f the hig h pries t who entere d th e hol y o f
holies t o obtai n a  revelation there . I f this view i s correct, we hav e a  move fro m
revelations once experience d i n a  state o f wakefulness t o thos e attained in dream .
Indeed, th e accomplishe d kabbalis t is compared i n thi s epistl e t o a  prophet wh o
knows who m t o as k [an d how t o answer ] by mean s o f 'Urim  ve-Tummim. 41

Let us explore further the restructuring aspects of this epistle. Language, intellect,
and imagination , sleep and dream, ar e all described her e a s both the locu s and th e
technique fo r ancien t revelation . B y restructuring th e orde r o f the letter s o f th e
verse dealing with divine revelation in the temple, a  person could have a revelation
in his own private temple. The new order of letter s differs from the old in reflecting
a more comprehensiv e cosmi c order, whic h als o informs the rhyth m o f the ritual .
While i n th e templ e th e assumptio n wa s tha t Go d woul d revea l himsel f b y hi s
own initiative , i n th e cas e o f th e kabbalis t it i s the huma n initiativ e tha t trigger s
the experience . Th e stron g God, wh o preside d in the Israelit e sanctuary and wh o
revealed himself only i n the sacrosanc t locus between th e keruvim,  is now replace d
by weake r entities , th e angels , who ca n be induce d t o g o everywhere . A  mor e
cosmic orde r create d by the structur e of sevenfold correspondences als o makes i t
possible t o plu g int o thi s orde r t o initiat e contact . I t shoul d b e stresse d that th e
temple, fixe d i n place , has been replace d by the extraordinar y huma n experienc e
during the dream. Unlike incubator y experiences well-known since ancient time s
(where th e strength of the locus was crucial for eliciting th e divinatory dream) , in
the kabbalisti c epistle the plac e is basically irrelevant. Thi s is why I  prefer the term
"oneiric technique " t o "incubation, " a  ter m commonl y connecte d t o a  sacre d
shrine o r a  sanctuary. 42 Th e hermeneutica l momen t shoul d attrac t mor e o f ou r
attention; furthe r o n i n th e epistle , we read :

My dea r son, open you r ey e [an d see] how th e mysterie s an d th e secret s of th e
divine lore wil l be reveale d to you, an d al l that you hav e been in doub t regarding
the interpretation s of the Tora h an d it s commentaries will b e explaine d t o yo u
in th e manne r tha t I  hav e reveale d t o yo u concernin g its significanc e an d it s
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grandeur and its great power by the way of the true Kabbalah, and its experiment
has been tested 44 by me. 45

The stron g emphasi s i s on th e revelatio n o f the interpretation s o f the Tora h
and o f th e secret s of Kabbala h (whic h ca n plausibl y be viewe d a s secrets of th e
Torah). I n othe r words , instea d o f relying o n faithfu l an d direc t transmissio n of
Kabbalah from master to student , th e kabbalis t is able t o solici t kabbalistic secrets
by mantic devices. The oneiric technique induces a dream, in which normal human
spiritual power s ar e transcende d b y attractin g superna l powers tha t ar e abl e t o
short-circuit problem s lef t unsolve d by regular consciousness . While this kabbalist
would probabl y b e reluctan t t o allo w fre e creatio n o f kabbalisti c secret s by th e
lucid intellect , h e wa s apparently read y t o allo w thi s fo r dreame d fantasies . Th e
supremacy of the higher cosmic powers conferred special authority to the purported
influx whos e descen t ma y b e induce d durin g th e initiate d dream . Th e specia l
power o f the name s tha t emerg e fro m anagrammatizin g the biblica l verse i s also
quite interesting : b y changin g th e orde r o f letters, on e ma y obtain th e powe r t o
reach the secrets of the Bible, a  power tha t apparently does not exis t in the regular
sequence o f letters i n th e canoni c text . I n othe r words , anothe r orde r o f letters,
used t o attai n a  special for m o f consciousnes s (the astra l dream ) help s on e reac h
the inner sense of the Bible. The nexu s between th e names (allegedly found withi n
the ordinar y sequenc e of the biblica l verses) and magica l powers i s already well-
known in magica l and mystica l Jewish texts. 46 I am,  however , not  awar e of  a link
between this nexus and dream visions prior to this kabbalist. "Maimonides" claims
that he ha d grea t doubts , bu t Kabbala h helped hi m overcom e the m an d ope n all
the "doors of the perplexities and the clues of wisdom [which ] have been delivere d
in m y hands , and the interpretatio n o f all that ha s been hidde n fro m me." 47

Why doe s this anagrammatization work? According t o some Midrashic views,
the Torah was not reveale d in it s primordial form , namely accordin g to a  differen t
and much mor e powerfu l combination o f letters.48 Such a n order, i f retrieved, may
transform th e biblical text into a powerful book of magic. In our epistle , this theory
is hinted a t in the view tha t all of Moses' comprehension s "wer e the announcemen t
of the divine nomos a s arranged out o f all the name s of the angels. " In other words ,
Moses arranged the Torah in accordance with the regular nomian order , namely the
canonic one , while under it s surface, o r accordin g to som e technique s of decodin g
it such as the anagrammati c one use d in the abov e example , i t i s possible to rea d in
it th e name s of angels, instrumental i n inducing astra l dreams.

This explanatio n i s corroborate d b y a  passage written b y a  contemporary o f
the anonymou s forger , th e famou s interpreter o f the Pentateuch , R . Bahi a be n
Asher. I n hi s commentary o n Deuteronom y 29:29 : "Th e secre t things belong t o
the Lord our God , bu t those things which were revealed belong to us," he writes:

You shoul d understand also tha t fro m thi s vers e emerges the nam e appointed 49

for th e she'elat  halom  b y mean s o f th e combination s of letters , eac h an d ever y
name possessin g three letters , altogethe r nine letters.50
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The quot e from , th e spuriou s letter ma y wel l b e define d as a recipe fo r she'elat
halom. Thus , bot h i n th e pseudepigraphica l epistl e an d i n th e traditio n adduce d
by R . Bahia , th e techniqu e fo r a  dream questio n i s based upon anagrammatizin g
a certain verse of the Bible where revelation or secrets are discussed, so that "names"
emerge tha t ar e par t o f a  techniqu e fo r elicitin g a  revelator y dream . However ,
while Bahia does not introduc e th e astra l element tha t is crucial for the pseudepi -
graphic epistle , thi s elemen t i s crucial for th e understandin g o f th e "man " wh o
appears i n th e dream . Th e natur e o f th e "man " i s significant fo r understandin g
the evolution o f the oneiric practices in Kabbalah. He is definitively the imaginativ e
representation o f Mercury—but mor e a s an embodimen t o f an astra l power tha n
an ancien t Roma n god . A s such, h e i s an objectiv e mentor , a  celestia l guide fo r
the perplexed ; th e ter m "doubts " occur s i n th e epistl e mor e tha n once. 51 Thi s
means tha t while w e ma y assume a variety o f astra l mentor s wh o ma y eventuall y
be invoked t o revea l themselves in a  dream, non e o f them coul d b e imagined , i n
the framewor k o f th e syste m espouse d i n thi s epistle , a s a personal geniu s o r a n
individual mentor . Privat e a s a drea m ma y be , th e entit y revealin g itsel f withi n
the drea m i s nevertheless conceive d o f in objectiv e rathe r tha n subjectiv e terms .
Though a  momentary creatur e o f the imagination , th e oneiri c mento r i s still th e
reflection o f an objective , celestia l entity selecte d because of specifi c attributes , as
in th e cas e discusse d above wher e th e powe r o f disclosin g th e clue s o f wisdo m
and hidden secret s is mentioned. 52 Nothin g i n th e abov e description suggest s that
the "man " i s a n alte r ego , a  doubl e o r a  persona l geniu s o f th e dreamer . Thi s
"objectivity" o f angelic power is evident in the fac t that a special time is mentione d
as propitious fo r revelatio n i n dream , namel y Wednesday . Th e assumption , no t
an explici t theory , elaborate d i n thi s epistl e i s that ever y day , o r night , preside d
over b y anothe r celestia l power , i s appropriate fo r dream s tha t inspir e people fo r
different purposes .

The anonymou s kabbalis t resorts to the phrase ha-mal' akh ha-melitz to designat e
the revealin g angel 53 an d assume s that revelation s wil l tak e th e for m o f allegor y
and parable,54 allowing a n enigmati c revelatio n i n dream s tha t requir e intellectua l
effort t o decod e them. 55 Bu t ou r descriptio n o f th e achievement s o f th e astra l
dreamer would be incomplete withou t pointing out the importance of the nonscho-
lastic attainment s attribute d t o drea m revelations . Accordin g t o th e epistle , th e
dreamer i s able to receiv e no t onl y detail s dealing with secret s of the Torah , bu t
also a  series of magical power s tha t hav e nothing t o d o wit h th e Torah . I t i s this
more magica l aspec t tha t seem s t o reflec t th e natur e o f th e talismani c source s
(plausibly of Arabic extraction) that influenced the epistle. The attainmen t of secrets
seems to be an ideal grafted onto astra l magic stemming from other form s of magic,
like thos e relate d to th e Prince o f the Torah , namel y th e ange l summoned dow n
by th e Heikhalot  mysti c i n orde r t o revea l th e secret s o f th e Torah. 56 I n othe r
words, th e anonymou s kabbalist who attempte d to portra y Maimonides a s a talis-
manic magician , while nevertheles s resortin g to Maimonidea n epistcmology , of -
fered wha t ca n b e describe d as the firs t synthesi s betwee n tw o system s tha t wer e
initially quit e different : th e Aristotelia n an d th e astro-magical . This synthesi s has
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an echo in the writings of the late fifteenth-century thinker R. Yohanan Alemanno,
the companio n an d teache r o f Pico dell a Mirandola. 57

Pseudo-Ibn 'Ezra' s Sefer  ha-'Atzamim

In severa l manuscripts , an d als o in print , ther e i s a treatise title d Sefer  ha - 'Atzamim,
attributed t o ib n Ezra . Thi s attributio n ha s been dul y rejecte d b y mos t moder n
scholars, thoug h there ar e stil l some wh o apparentl y regar d i t a s the wor k o f ibn
Ezra.58 An astro-magical treatise, it deals with talismanic theorie s in a manner much
more explici t tha n th e pseudo-Maimonides ' epistl e does . Th e approximat e tim e
of it s compositio n i s the latte r thirteent h o r th e earl y fourteent h century , an d I
assume that the place is Spain. As Z. Edelmann (th e editor o f the pseudo-Maimoni-
dean epistle ) ha s pointe d out , ther e ar e importan t convergence s betwee n th e
pseudo-Ibn Ezra treatis e an d the pseudo-Maimonidean epistl e deal t wit h above. 59

A perusal of this magical book shows tha t a Neoplatonic attitude t o reality inform s
its structure , thoug h magica l linguistics , plausibl y stemmin g fro m Jewish sources ,
perhaps kabbalisti c ones , ar e also influential. The mai n contributio n of this treatise
is not s o much to the Spanis h Kabbalah, whic h only rarel y resorted t o the concep t
of drawing down spiritual powers, bu t to the much later figure Yohanan Alemanno,
mentioned above . Th e anonymou s autho r draw s heavil y upo n th e Arabi c vie w
of drawing dow n spiritual forces from various astral bodies; thi s seems to be the first
detailed treatmen t of this issue in a Hebrew source, which apparently incorporate d
paragraphs translate d fro m Arabic . I  would like t o adduc e just on e passag e which
is pertinent fo r ou r topic :

The spiritua l force i s the highes t one amon g al l the spiritua l forces , an d i t i s the
agent intellec t whic h wa s [also ] calle d Shekhinah 60 an d b y [mean s of ] hi m th e
drawer down of it wil l know the Creator , blesse d be He , an d it will teach him
during th e tim e o f mental concentration an d whil e h e i s asleep, in hints , which
are like answer s to hi s questions that h e aske d it . An d he 62 wil l interpre t them
and arrange them in the stat e of wakefulness, i n an order and manner appropriate
to th e languag e of his generation, by means of parables and words and usages , i n
that language and custom .  . . And ther e is a prophet upon whom emanatio n will
descend in a  state o f wakefulness, withou t causin g him t o dream 63 or exhaus t his
power o r cause him t o fal l asleep . But i f he will not b e an expert and know ho w
to caus e it s descen t an d it s worship and it s sacrifices , i t wil l kil l him , an d ther e
was not one of them that was perfect in this matter but Moses , our master, blessed
be hi s memory , an d thi s i s wh y i t ha s been sai d tha t h e wa s prophesyin g b y
[means of ] the shinin g mirror, wherea s the othe r prophets di d i t onl y by means
of the mirror that does not shine . And the explanation of it is that it was emanating
upon him because of the scarcit y of his dealing with sensible things, whereas the
other [prophets ] were not lik e him, becaus e they wer e dealin g with th e matters
of thi s world . Thi s wa s couple d with th e fac t tha t the y wer e no t prepare d and
ready a s he was , and thi s i s the reaso n tha t thi s intellect was not descendin g upon
them constantly , in the manner it was descending upon Moses our master , blessed
be hi s memory , but onl y i n a  dream o r terrifyin g visions. 65
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What the anonymous thinker has done here, in a manner reminiscent of the spurious
letter, is to combin e Maimonides ' visio n of prophecy (a s the efflu x stemmin g fro m
the agen t intellect , alon g with hi s distinction betwee n Moses ' sublim e prophec y
and tha t o f the othe r prophets" ) wit h th e astral-magi c visio n o f drawin g dow n
the emanatio n fro m abov e b y ritua l means. Th e astro-magica l ritual s described at
length i n thi s book are similar to thos e rituals described (an d fiercely opposed) b y
Maimonides a s characteristic of the Sabeans. 67 Thi s wor k i s also concerne d wit h
linguistic magic , attribute d her e explicitl y t o Aristotle , thoug h thi s issu e i s less
central than in the epistle attributed to Maimonides. I f the pseudo-Ibn Ezr a treatise,
or his sources, were compose d befor e the epistle , the very attributio n t o Aristotl e
of linguistic magic dealing with divine name s coul d hav e inspired the attributio n
to Maimonide s (a n author deepl y affecte d b y Aristotelian thinking ) o f an allege d
resort to linguistic magic. In one way or another, the two pseudepigraphic writing s
were designe d t o constru e an interest i n astro-magi c eithe r i n Maimonide s o r i n
his main source, despite tension between Aristotle and Maimonides an d the magical
contents o f astra l theories .

Diurnal an d Nocturnal Religious Tendencies

Remo Bode i ha s suggested recentl y tha t i n wakefulnes s the personalit y i s muc h
more unified , whil e i n th e stat e o f dreamin g th e variou s personalitie s ten d t o
become more independent. I n other terms, while the normal state of consciousness
is, theologicall y speaking , muc h mor e religiousl y centripetal , tha t o f th e drea m
(including astra l dreams) i s much mor e centrifugal . I would argu e tha t processes
that depend o n macrochronicity ar e more prone t o become centrifugal than thos e
related to microchronicity . Centrifuga l motion invites differentiatio n and plurality
much more than centripetal motion. Or, to translate this more horizontal suggestion
into vertica l terms : th e upwar d movement , namel y philosophica l an d mystica l
attempts t o ascen d to th e One , i s much mor e centripetal , while attempt s to dra w
down powers fro m above may be conceive d o f as much mor e centrifugal . Or, t o
attempt to offe r anothe r categorization : the upward unifyin g motion of the unitiv e
mystics, strivin g towar d on e cente r o f being , i s characterized b y unificatio n an d
sometimes restriction of some human capacities, which also means a certain propen-
sity to deprivation . Th e downwar d attractio n o f spiritualities of the planet s means
fulfillment, o r plenitud e understoo d a s plurality; or , t o us e religious terminolog y
(charged a s it ma y be) , polytheism an d magi c and , i n on e word , astro-magic . I n
temporal terms , astra l dreams deal with plenitude a s embodied b y an open creation ,
and thu s a  future-oriented religiou s modalit y an d th e fulfillmen t o f the persona l
needs o f the individual .

Unitive mysticism is a much more past-oriented religiosity , attempting to regain
a paradisiac state of consciousness, seen as disrupted by sin and embodied in "norma l
life." I n term s o f substance , th e vertica l movemen t o f ascendin g is spiritualistic ,
attempting t o simplif y th e complexit y o f th e huma n aggregatus , elevatin g th e
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material an d transformin g it into a  more spiritua l entity . Th e centrifuga l motion
attempts to transform , the spiritua l into somethin g materia l and, consequently , th e
one into the multiple. Astral dreams are therefore concerned with solving a particu-
lar concrete problem no t by reducing its importance o r by transcending it in favo r
of a more sublim e form o f activity, but o n th e contrary , by breaking the spiritua l
into fragments i n order to complet e th e particular. According to some texts , God
dresses himsel f i n a  garment i n orde r t o revea l himself to man , whil e accordin g
to other texts, the mystico-philosophical ones, man divests himself of his materiality
in orde r t o becom e God . Theophan y i s the theologica l mode o f the downwar d
movement, wherea s apotheosis is more concerne d wit h anthropology , dealin g as
it doe s wit h th e ascendin g movement . However , differen t a s thos e form s o f
religious experienc e may  be,  the y not  onl y coexist , as  in the  cas e of  Alemanno' s
ladder o f states o f cognitions, bu t sometime s ma y complement eac h other . Th e
complexity discusse d in m y openin g remark s is achieved no t b y the renunciatio n
of one o f these two forms in favor of the other , bu t b y conjugating the tw o an d
thus als o alterin g eac h o f the m a s they becom e par t o f a  mor e comprehensiv e
scheme. The plenitud e of the centripetal , with its concreteness of detail, may strive
for meanin g i n th e fram e o f the ascendin g mode, whic h transcend s the existin g
order an d unifie s it . Whil e astra l dream s ar e relate d t o th e mor e immanentis t
approach, which i s inclined t o se e deus  i n rebus,  the ascendin g approach strives to
see omnia  re s in deo.  For ou r discussion , the salien t fac t i s tha t tw o o f th e mos t
important sources for the concept of astral dreams, the spurious letter of Maimonides
and the spuriou s treatise of Abraham ibn Ezra , are forgeries attributed to the tw o
most influentia l Jewish philosopher s in th e Middle Ages . I  am inclined t o assume
that onl y b y resortin g t o th e pseudepigraphica l genre coul d astra l drea m theor y
move fro m th e margi n towar d a  somewha t mor e influentia l position i n Jewis h
thought. I n othe r words , th e anomia n o r sometime s eve n antinomia n rite s may
be performe d a t night (accordin g to som e texts) , thoug h the y ar e forbidden in
a stat e o f wakefulness . Th e diurnal , consciou s state o f mind ma y b e describe d as
much mor e "monotheistically " incline d whil e th e oneiric , nocturna l experience s
may be describe d as much mor e "polytheistically " oriented .

Indeed, in one o f the mos t interesting discussions of the danger  of polytheism
in kabbalisti c literature, the earl y sixteenth-century R . Abraha m ben Elieze r ha -
Levi, though criticizin g prayers addressed to angels , nevertheless defends th e tech-
nique of she'elat  halom  and she'elah be-haqitz,  claiming that the kabbalis t who resorts
to this technique is explicitly mentioning th e glory of God a s the supreme entity.
This clai m notwithstanding , i t i s strikin g tha t thi s kabbalis t foun d i t necessary
to justif y usin g th e techniqu e whil e attackin g other form s o f ange l worshi p a s
idolatrous.

Notes

1. O n th e thre e type s o f tim e se e Ide l 1998c.
2. I  shall be concerned here only with the astra l aspects of magic and dream, as inspired
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by view s stemmin g fro m Gree k an d Arabi c sources , a s analyzed i n th e tw o studie s o f S.
Pines (1980 ; 1988) .

3. O n thes e powers and the impact of the concept o f spiritual forces, see the important
studies b y Pine s 1980 , 1988; also Ide l 1995a .

4. O n th e relatio n between commandment s and astral views, see Kiener 1987: 14—15,
20-22; Ide l 1983b : 196 , 203-208.

5. Se e Ide l 1995a : 287-288 , note 178.
6. O n thi s literatur e se e Lesse s 1995 ; Werblowsky 1962 : 47-48, 76 , 142-144 ; Ide l

1983a: 185-266 ; 1997.
7. Ha - 'agalah  sham.
8. Ms . Oxfor d Bodelian a 1965 , fol. 183a .
9. O n thi s theme se e the importan t stud y of Langermann 1993.

10. Ibid .
11. Strangel y enough, i n his other commentarie s on the biblica l verses where th e ter m

mekhashshef appears , ibn Ezr a doe s no t offe r thi s astrologica l interpretation. See , e.g., the
two version s of his commentary o n Exodu s 7:12.

12. O n thi s anonymous boo k see Dan 1968 : 143-156 an d Ide l 1990a : 86-91.
13. Ms . Parma , de Ross i 1390 , fols. 128b-129a.
14. A t least the thre e earlies t manuscripts of this book have been copied , anonymously ,

in Rome in th e eightie s o f the thirteent h century . Se e Idel 1998a .
15. Se e Ide l 1990b : 4-1 5 an d Vajda' s importan t stud y (1954).
16. Se e my suggestio n that it migh t hav e been fabricate d i n Cataloni a i n th e seventie s

or th e eightie s of the thirteent h century, Ide l 1998b .
17. O n thi s spurious lette r see Scholem 1935a : 91-92 ; 1935b : 104-105 ; Ide l 1998b .
18. Therefore , I  assum e tha t som e view s tha t th e autho r mistakenl y attribute d to th e

great eagl e sho w indee d tha t h e wa s aware o f attributing a  view tha t wa s oppose d b y th e
philosopher.

19. Exodu s 25:22 .
20. Thi s book was never mentioned b y Maimonides. In my opinion, this was deliberate,

because b e oppose d linguisti c magic an d mysticis m tha t play such a n importan t rol e i n its
cosmology.

21. Sefer  Yetzimh  2:2.
22. Nefashot  'Enoshiyot.  I n print nefashot  hitzoniyot,  apparently, impure soul s or demons .
23. Ba-ne'elam.  So i n ms . London , Britis h Librar y Or . 19788 , an d Liderosh  'Elohim

(Hamoi 1870) . I n Hemdah  Genuzah  (Edelman n 1856) the versio n i s Ba-'Olam,  whic h i s a
copyist's error .

24. Ha-Nimus  ha-'Elohi.
25. Tamid,  namel y "i n a  constant manner. "
26. Number s 12:7.
27. Number s 23:14 .
28. Hokhmat  ha-tekhunah. The anonymou s forger i s often insinuating a  common stud y

of Maimonides an d hi s student, o f Kabbalah an d astronom y o r astrology.
29. He'arah.
30. Thi s view represent s an Avicennian approach .
31. Be-kavvanah  'atzumah.
32. Mi n ha-mal'akhim,  literally "fro m th e angels. "
33. Mahashavah  penuyah.
34. Thi s i s a  recurren t recommendation fo r obtainin g a divinator y dream , foun d i n

many recipes , alread y i n ancien t texts .
35. Cf . Job 4:15.
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36. Hitbodedutkha.  O n thi s meaning o f the ter m hitbodedut  se e Idel 1989a : 103-169 .
37. Ms . London, Britis h Library Or. 19788 , fols. 4b-5a; Liderosh 'Elohim,  fols. 19b-20a ;

Hemdah Genuzah,  fols . 43b—44a .
38. O n thi s concep t see Idel 1995 : 215-219 .
39. Thi s point ha s already been mad e b y Scholem , se e note 1 7 above.
40. Se e Ide l 1989b : 43 .
41. Ms . London , fol . 6a.
42. Incubatio n i s ofte n relate d no t onl y t o fixe d places , such a s temples, bu t als o t o

strong god s that preside ove r thes e shrines, while th e oneiri c technique s as represented b y
the she'etat  halom  literature are mobile and, while addressin g the supreme deity, they involve
the receptio n o f the answer s from weake r intermediar y powers , suc h as angels.

43. Ta'amah.
44. Nitztaddeq,  which means , literally, justified o r verified.
45. Ms . London , fol . 5b .
46. Se e Scholem 1969 : 28-29 ; Ide l 1981 : 28-29; Wolfson 1993 : 45 , 47 .
47. Hemdah  Genuzah,  fol. 43a .
48. Se e Scholem 1969 : 27 .
49. Shem  mumheh.
50. Commentary  o n the Torah, ed. Ch. D . Chavel , vol . 111 [Jerusalem, 1969] p . 436 . Th e

resort to thi s verse as part of an oneiric techniqu e recurred late r on i n kabbalistic literature;
see Ide l 1983a : 206-209 ; Cordover o 1945 : 4 . Interestingl y enoug h Cordover o to o claims
that th e combination s o f three letter s ar e names of angels.

51. Se e the tw o quote s adduce d abov e fro m th e epistle .
52. Th e nexu s betwee n Herme s an d interpretation , namel y hermeneutics , i s wel l

known. Se e Plato, Cratylus,  408ab .
53. Hemdah  Genuzah,  fol. 44a , Liderosh  'Elohim,  fol. 20b .
54. Mashed  u-melitzah,  ibid.
55. Liderosh  'Elohim,  fol. 20b .
56. Se e Lesses 1995 : 274-298 .
57. Alemanno' s view s o n astra l dreams  wil l b e th e subjec t o f a  separat e study . Se e

below, not e 71 .
58. Ed . M . Grossberg , [London , 1901] ; Tishb y 1989 : 3 , 904 , not e 142 .
59. Hemdah  Genuzah,  fol. 43a note .
60. Thi s designatio n of the agen t intellec t i s implicit i n severa l medieva l texts , wher e

the te n sefirot , o f whom th e Shekhinah  i s the las t one , ar e identifie d with th e te n separat e
intellects, o f whom th e agen t intellec t is the las t one . See , e.g. , Abulafia' s tex t pointe d ou t
by Schole m 1961 : 143 .

61. Ha-morido.
62. O r it .
63. Mi-beli  she-yahlimehu.
64. Yevamot,  fol . 49b , Sukkah,  fol . 45b . Thes e text s hav e bee n widel y exploite d b y

medieval author s dealin g with th e issu e o f revelation .
65. Sefer  ha-'Atzamim,  p . 13 .
66. Th e Guide  o f th e Perplexed,  2:36 .
67. Se e ibid., 3:29 .
68. Sefer  ha-'Atzamim,  pp . 13—14 .
69. Se e th e passag e fro m Picatri x to thi s effect ; cf . Ide l 1995a : 74 . O n Aristotl e a s a

magician i n th e Middl e Age s see the spuriou s Secretum Secretorum.
70. Bode i 1997 .
71. O n thi s issue se e Idel 1996 .
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72. Se e for th e tim e being th e discussion s found in Alemanno' s passage s extan t in ms.
Oxford 2234 , fol . 106b; ms. Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale 849 , fol. 28ab; Sha'ar  ha-Hesheq,
fol. 42a ; ms . Oxfor d 1535 , fol . 123a.

73. Se e Idel 1995b .
74. Cf . Hora'ot  be-'lnianei  Mal'akhim,  ms. Ne w York , Columbi a 6 H 13 , fol. 37b .
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Dreaming Analyzed
and Recorded

Dreams i n th e Worl d of Medieval Islam

Sara Svir i

for Professor  M.  F.  Kister

"The veridica l drea m i s one forty-sixt h o f prophecy," state s a n Islami c traditio n
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad . Thi s statement implies that while prophec y
has ceased , Muhammad bein g th e Sea l of the Prophets , message s of divine origi n
can still be communicated throug h dreams , albeit on a  smaller scale than prophecy .
This possibility opene d u p importan t avenue s for both mysticis m an d philosoph y
in medieva l Islam . Fo r Sufis m i t mean t tha t divin e inspiratio n (ilham)  coul d b e
granted to the friend s o f God (awliya'  allah),  the holy men o f Islam. For philosoph y
it meant tha t in a  state of suspension from the oute r senses , a state which normall y
occurs durin g slee p or in dee p contemplation , th e huma n Intellec t coul d becom e
united with the Universal (o r Active) Intellect and thus have access to transcendental
truths. It was universally accepted that those who had cultivated thei r inner faculties
and insight s coul d deciphe r th e encode d message s of their ow n dream s a s well as
those o f others .

No wonder , therefore , tha t ther e exist s a vast literature o n dream s an d drea m
interpretation i n Islam . I t i s perhaps significan t tha t i n a  conferenc e o n dream s
held som e thirt y year s ago a  large proportio n o f the paper s presente d deal t wit h
various aspect s o f dreams within a n Islami c context . I n th e comparativ e stud y o f
dreams in Islam, one can point to many contact points with other , older traditions.
Some of the popular dicta concerning dreams—as, for example, the dictum openin g
this essay—came , directly o r indirectly , from Jewish sources. 3 Practices of dream
incubation, for which ther e is suggestive evidence in Islam, 4 ha d existe d from time
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immemorial i n th e Nea r East 5 an d i n Greece . Systemati c attempt s a t analyzin g
the mechanis m o f dreaming an d a t defining the psychi c components involved  i n
it wer e par t o f epistemologica l an d psychologica l discipline s inherited , vi a th e
Hellenistic school s of late antiquity, from ancient Greek philosophy. Dream inter-
pretation, a genre that for centuries had produced encyclopedic volumes in Arabic,
could simulate the mode l supplied by Artemidorus's Oneirocritica,  which ha d been
translated into Arabic as early as the nint h century. 8 I t could als o make us e of th e
(oral and written ) cumulative Near Eastern vocabularies of dream symbols . This ,
indeed, i s a wide territory .

The area s covered by this essay, in contrast, are far from extensive. The presenta -
tion is divided into two parts . In the first part I have brought together samples from
the writings of some medieval authors interested in the psychological components of
dreaming, an d i n particula r th e rol e o f imagination . I n th e secon d par t I  hav e
reproduced a n autobiographica l document i n whic h dream s dream t b y a  ninth-
century Musli m coupl e fro m Centra l Asi a wer e recorde d b y th e husband , al -
Hakim al-Tirmidhi , who, i n his turn, was to g o down in the Suf i traditio n as one
of the awliya'.  Thes e dreams retain a personal as well a s an archetypa l aura. They
were perceived b y th e autho r as teaching dreams; namely, as dreams guiding hi m
on hi s spiritual journey and announcing his special rank on the hierarchica l ladder
of the "friend s of God. "

As is well known, eve r since Artemidorus's Oneirocritica  was translated into Arabic
by Hunay n ib n Isha q in th e nint h century , Musli m writer s o n th e subjec t o f
dreams an d dreamin g hav e studie d an d absorbe d th e literatur e an d theorie s tha t
were curren t i n th e Hellenisti c philosophica l school s o f late antiquity . Ya'qu b
ibn Isha q al-Kindl (d. ca. 866), the earlies t in a long line of Muslim philosophers,
in hi s Epistle  o n th e Nature  o f Sleep  an d Dream,  maintain s that the understandin g
of "sleep " an d "dream " i s based on th e knowledg e o f th e psych e (nafs)  an d it s
faculties, an d in particula r on identifyin g its two main , albei t polar , faculties : th e
sensible (al-hissiyya)  an d th e menta l (al-'aqliyya).  Sleep , he says , i s a state in whic h
the psych e abandon s th e us e o f th e physica l senses. What th e dreame r see s an d
hears in a  dream conies , therefore , not fro m th e sense s but fro m a  special psychic
faculty whic h h e name s "th e form-creatin g faculty " (al-quwwa  al-musawwira) —
"that which the ancient Greek sages called fantasy" (fantasiya).14 Unlike the senses
that bring forth the sensed objects in their physicality ( f i tnatiha), fantasy , orimagina -
tion, produce s the m i n thei r pure , noncorporea l forms . A  simila r proces s take s
place when th e menta l faculty is at work in the waking state, when on e i s absorbed
in thinking, and "sees" object s not vi a the senses , but via the form-creating faculty.
Such purel y formal perception , in slee p o r i n dee p thinking, is considered by al -

I

i



254 Middl e Ages an d Moder n Wes t

Kindi much more refined and reliable than perception through th e external senses,
which are dependent upon sense organs, and which he, therefore, considers "secon-
dary" (ala t thaniyya).  Th e physica l sense s ca n becom e damage d throug h illnes s
and othe r externa l obstacles , an d ar e restricte d by th e limite d natur e o f natural
phenomena; wherea s imaginatio n i s much mor e expansiv e i n it s form-creatin g
capacity. Thus , fo r example , i n dream s a  man ca n hav e wings an d fly , o r a  beast
can talk , whic h ar e improbable physica l phenomena. I n producin g suc h drea m
forms, th e psyche , whic h i s "knowledgeable , awake , and alive " ('allam a yaqzan a
hayya)16 act s fo r th e dreame r a s a revealer of thing s to come , sinc e in thi s way i t
points to , o r prophesies , future events .

The precedenc e given t o imaginatio n over th e physica l sense organs , and th e
prophetic propensitie s o f th e psyche , wer e idea s develope d als o b y al-Farab i
(d. 950 ) an d b y Ib n Sin a (d . 1037) , tw o Musli m philosophers wh o exerte d a n
unprecedented influenc e on medieval discourse on dreams and on the understand -
ing of the way in which imagination, as one of the functions of the psyche, operates
in th e twiligh t zon e betwee n sens e perceptio n an d nonsensor y visualization—
between th e world dominated by the senses and the world dominated by transcen-
dent reality.

2

Medieval Arabi c literature on dream s and visions—and in thi s term ar e include d
writings by non-Muslims—reiterate s tim e an d agai n th e hierarchica l polarization
between knowledge acquired through the physical senses and knowledge of spiritual
"meanings" (ma'ani —referred t o als o as "ideas," "forms, " "intelligibles, " "univer-
sals") acquire d throug h th e inner , subtl e sense s tha t ar e activate d in dreaming. 19

Jewish intellectuals , who wer e brough t u p o n th e sam e Hellenisti c concept s i n
their Arabic garb as their Muslim compatriots , resorted in thei r writings to similar
distinctions. Isaa c Israeli , a  North African Jewish philosopher o f the tent h century ,
in hi s Book  o n th e Elements,  evaluate s the transcenden t nature o f drea m images ,
which d o no t confor m with natura l phenomena, i n th e followin g way:

A man wil l behold himsel f during sleep as if endowed with wing s fo r flying, an d
flying therewit h betwee n heave n an d earth ; an d i t wil l see m t o hi m a s if th e
heavens are open, an d a  voice is calling thence an d speaking to him ; an d a s if he
is walking upo n th e water s of th e se a and acros s grea t rivers; an d a s if the beast s
are talking . The evidenc e lie s i n th e fac t tha t th e characte r of thes e form s an d
images i s spiritual, subtle, transcendin g the natura l order , an d contrar y t o wha t
one experience s i n wakin g condition . .  . . We discove r tha t the y d o teac h u s
certain truth s once some reall y intelligent perso n interpret s them."

He goes on to assert that there is a clear correspondence between these extraordinary
images whic h ar e sometime s experienced b y dreamers , and th e spiritua l image s
which ar c revealed to prophets :
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The prophet s .  . . armed themselve s with those spiritua l forms and revealed them
to al l and sundr y i n orde r tha t thei r fello w creature s might kno w thei r exalte d
qualities and thei r achievement s havin g passed from th e fles h t o a  spiritual state,
since that which the y made manifest transcends the natural order. From  thi s point
of view, ther e i s agreement betwee n al l authors of books o n religio n an d al l who
believe i n prophec y tha t dream s are a  part o f prophecy.21

The mechanis m o f registerin g an d retainin g th e drea m image s i s explaine d b y
Israeli a s the activit y o f the sensus  communis,  which , like imagination, with which
it i s sometimes identified , occupie s a  middle positio n between th e inne r an d th e
outer senses :

During slee p th e sensus  communis 22 (al-hiss  al-mushtarak)  see s forms intermediat e
between spiritualit y and corporeality .  . . but know s the m onl y in their corporea l
aspects. .  . .  But onc e i t know s thei r corporea l aspects , it transmit s the m t o th e
imaginative facult y whic h reside s in th e anterio r brain , an d imagination receive s
them i n a  more subtl e way sinc e i t i s mor e subtl e tha n th e sensus  communis  an d
more remot e fro m th e corporea l sense , i.e. , that o f sight . Once th e imaginative
faculty ha s receive d the m fro m th e sensus  communis,  i t transmit s the m t o th e
memory an d deposit s the m there . Whe n th e perso n awake s from hi s sleep , h e
claims thes e form s fro m th e memory . .  . . Remembering them , on e seek s t o
understand thei r spiritua l meanin g throug h th e cogitativ e facult y (al-quwwa  al -
mufakkira), becaus e the latte r possesses the power to scrutinise , discern, and com -
bine. .  . . When, therefore, the cogitative faculty of the person concerned i s spiri-
tual, pure , luminous , an d hardl y obscure d b y shell s and darkness , intellect [i.e. ,
the transcenden t Universa l Intellect—S . S. ] will caus e its light an d brillianc e t o
emanate upo n i t an d mak e know n t o i t it s own properties , forms , an d spiritual
messages .  . . and th e differenc e betwee n it s spiritual forms and corporea l ones .
Then .  . . [cogitation] wil l interpre t thos e dream s without fault .

3

In a  treatise o n th e ar t of poetry, written i n Judaeo-Arabic by Moses ibn Ezra , an
eleventh/twelfth-century Andalusia n Jewish poet , we find ye t anothe r analysi s o f
dreaming. Addressing the questio n whether a poem can be create d during sleep,
and basing himself on Aristotle, h e too echoes the long-established understanding
that dream s belong t o a  psychological real m whic h lie s between th e sensua l an d
the spiritual . Dreaming, he explains , i s an internal psychological happening that is
activated during sleep, when the psychic energy flows inwardly, toward the internal
senses, rathe r tha n outwardly , towar d th e externa l senses , a s i s th e cas e i n th e
waking state . Dream s ar e menta l for m constellations  (taswirat  'aqliyya)  perceive d
by the internal senses, which may emerge from tw o differen t sources : spiritual and
sensual. Only dreams of the first kind, in which the form s emerg e from a  celestial
origin, are veridical. The image s constellated in these dreams represent subtle and
spiritual idea s (ma'am).  Thes e idea s revea l t o th e dreamer' s rationa l sou l (an-nafs
an-natiqa) divin e an d hidde n truths , an d ar e perceive d b y th e menta l facultie s
(al-quwa d-'aqliyya),  which , i n thei r turn , ar e inspire d b y th e Universa l Intellec t
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(al-'aql al-kullf).  Interestingly , i n thi s clas s o f dream s no rol e seem s to b e assigned
by Mose s Ib n Ezr a t o th e imaginativ e faculty . I n th e secon d clas s o f dreams ,
however, thos e which derive from dense physical forms an d which arise from th e
animal sou l (an-nafs  ash-shahwaniyya),  th e imaginative , form-creatin g facult y i n
conjunction wit h th e sensus  communis  produce dream s tha t ar e fals e an d inconse -
quential (adghath  al-ahlam). 26 Th e imaginativ e facult y i s seen her e a s participating
with the inferio r sensus  communis  but not—a s in al-Kindl , al-Farabi , Ibn Sina , and
Israeli—with th e highe r menta l faculties .

4
In th e eight h chapte r o f th e las t book o f th e Ihya'  'ulum  al-di n (Th e Reviva l o f
the Religiou s Sciences) , an encyclopedi c Suf i compositio n writte n a t the en d o f
the elevent h century , the author, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d . 1111),27 offers a  classic
explanation fo r the phenomenon tha t allows nonprophets , throug h a  vision which
occurs i n sleep , t o hav e a  glimps e int o th e real m o f th e unseen . Al-Ghazall' s
exposition o n dream s i s contained i n th e final part o f the Ihya',  whic h deal s with
eschatological matters. 28 Afte r death , say s al-Ghazali , ma n i s transported fro m th e
"world o f possession and [sense ] perception" ('alam  al-mulk  wash-shahada)  t o th e
"world o f th e angeli c kingdo m an d th e unseen " ('alam  al-malakut  wal-ghayb).29

Dream visions too come from that realm, and therefore the perception o f a dreamer
to whom a veridical dream i s conferred resembles the noncorporea l perceptio n o f
the sou l in the world t o come . Bot h relat e to a  mode o f inner seein g (mushahada)
that i s independen t o f th e oute r senses . A veridica l drea m vision , whic h i s b y
definition a  weak version o f prophecy, ma y be granted t o the pious an d righteous
during their lifetimes. Al-Ghazali explain s that in a state of outer an d inner purifica-
tion th e vei l coverin g th e hear t i s lifted an d a  vision o f th e futur e i s revealed t o
the heart' s eye . Th e heart , h e explains , i s like a  mirror upo n whic h forms (suwar)
and meaning s (m a 'ani) ar e reflected . The sourc e o f thes e forms an d meaning s i s
the (Preserved ) Table t (al-lauh  al-mahfuz), 30 th e heavenl y boo k tha t record s al l
created and preordained phenomen a fro m the beginning o f creation to it s end. I n
the proces s of dreaming, i t i s suggested, a double ac t o f mirroring is taking place:
the Tablet mirror s the incorporeal forms that exist in the unseen, and the unveile d
heart, i n contemplating th e Tablet , mirror s th e image s reflected there . When th e
heart is not obscure d by the veil s of desires and sense perception, vision s from th e
world o f the unsee n ma y thu s flash and becom e reflecte d upon it s clear surface .
This i s best achieve d i n sleep , sinc e i n slee p th e sense s lie dorman t an d d o no t
distract th e heart .

Although th e senses are dormant, slee p does not dete r the imagination (khayal)
from bein g a t wor k i n th e proces s o f dreaming . Imagination , accordin g t o al -
Ghazall, is the facult y which , through imitatio n (hikaya),  represent s the noncorpo-
real meanings reflected upo n th e hear t b y mean s o f producing analogous images
(based on sense perception), which are then stored in memory (hifz).31 When
the dreame r wake s up , h e remember s onl y th e images . Thes e image s require
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interpretation, sinc e they are no longer th e origina l forms and truths (haqa'iq), bu t
only thei r symbolic representation. The interprete r of dreams, who ha s immersed
himself in the science of dream interpretation ( 'ilm al-ta  'bir), 32 derives the meanings
hidden behin d th e drea m image s b y makin g relevan t associations . Al-Ghazali
illustrates thi s i n the followin g way :

Someone tol d Ib n Sirin: 33 " I sa w myself i n a  dream holdin g a  sea l b y whic h I
was sealing the mouth s o f men an d the privie s o f women." Ib n Sirin  said: You
are a  muezzin (mu'  adhdhiri)  wh o call s fo r prayer on th e morning s o f Ramadan,"
to whic h th e ma n responded , "Yo u go t i t right! "

Ibn Sirin , suggest s al-Ghazali , interprete d th e drea m b y associatin g the essentia l
meaning of sealing, which i s blocking or inhibiting, wit h the offic e o f a mu' adhdhin
calling upon th e faithfu l t o refrai n fro m eating, drinking , an d having sexual inter-
course durin g th e mont h o f Ramadan. Th e dreamer' s imagination , o n it s part ,
associated "inhibiting" with "sealing with a  seal," and clothed the abstract, noncor-
poreal meaning in a  graspable image. The functio n of the interprete r o f dreams is
thus to retriev e th e origina l meanin g tha t lurks behind th e drea m images .

In thi s short exposition al-Ghazal i loosel y tie s Orthodox Islamic tradition and
Sufi images on the one han d with some concepts derived from th e curren t philo-
sophical theories referred to abov e on th e other . Bu t hi s prime interes t is didactic
rather tha n analytic , an d hi s composition i s aimed a t a n audienc e who migh t b e
interested in the experience  o f dreams and visions more than in a theoretical analysis
of it. Hence, o f all the interna l senses discussed in the philosophica l literature, that
is, o f al l the cognitiv e an d psychi c components involve d i n dreaming , al-Ghazal i
chooses t o refe r t o imaginatio n (an d fleetingl y t o memory ) alone . Neithe r th e
intellect no r th e rationa l facult y figur e in ; instead , i t i s th e unveile d heart , fre e
from the control of desires, which receives the messages from the beyond by means
of reflection.

5
Ibn al-'Arabi (d . 1240), the influential thirteenth-century Aridalusia n mystic, stands
at th e pea k of the centuries-lon g developmen t o f theories and analyse s o f dream
and imagination . Indeed , Ib n al-'Arab i employ s earlie r notions , bu t understand s
them i n a  way tha t i s no les s than a  leap int o epistemologica l arena s fa r beyond
the limit s o f menta l speculation . Wel l grounde d i n Aristotelia n philosophy , h e
combines a  philosophical understanding o f the function of the imaginativ e facult y
with insight s inspired by hi s mystical tradition an d experiences . Fro m whicheve r
angle imaginatio n i s viewed, say s Ib n al-'Arabi , on e i s led t o understan d tha t i t
belongs t o a n intermediar y realm ; i t i s a  barzakh.  Barzakh  i s a  ter m o f Persia n
origin (?) 34 that appears in th e Qur'a n (55:19 ) and i s described as "something that
separates two othe r things while never going to one side." 35 "When yo u perceive
it," write s Ibn al-'Arabi ,
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you wil l know that you hav e perceive d a n ontologica l thing (shay'  wujudt).  .  . .
But you wil l know for certai n .  . . that there i s nothing there in origin an d root.
So wha t i s thi s thin g fo r whic h yo u hav e affirme d a n ontologica l thingnes s
and fro m whic h yo u hav e negate d tha t thingnes s .  . .  ? Imaginatio n i s neithe r
existent no r nonexistent , neithe r know n no r unknown , neithe r negate d no r
affirmed . . .3 6

An importan t ontologica l an d epistemologica l insigh t emerge s fro m Ib n al -
' Arabi's investigatio n int o th e natur e o f imagination, whethe r i n dreamin g o r in
wakeful states : all existent things , he states , ar e a t on e an d th e sam e time existen t
and nonexistent . I n Ib n al-'Arabl' s words :

The trut h o f affair s i s that you shoul d sa y concerning everything tha t you se e o r
perceive, throug h whateve r facult y perceptio n take s place , "He/no t H e . . . "
You d o not doub t in the state of dreaming that the form you se e is identical with
what i t i s said t o be ; an d yo u d o no t doub t .  . . when you wak e u p tha t i t was
not it . Yo u wil l no t doub t i n soun d rationa l consideratio n tha t th e situatio n is
He/not He. .  . . Every entity qualified by existence is it/not it. The whole cosmos
is He/no t He . H e i s the limite d wh o i s not limited , th e see n wh o i s not seen .
. .  . Kno w that the Manifest in the loci of manifestation—which are the entities—
is the Rea l Being (al-wuju d al-haqq),  an d tha t I t i s not I t .. .

Henri Corbin , in his extensive study of imagination an d the world o f the imagina l
('alam al-mithal) 38 i n Islami c mystical philosophy, explain s the doublin g i n th e es -
sence of the plan e of imagination (hadrat  al-khaydl)  b y usin g the analog y of the veil .
"Imagination," h e writes , "i s subjec t t o tw o possibilities , sinc e i t ca n revea l th e
Hidden only b y continuin g t o vei l it . I t is a veil; this veil ca n become s o opaque as
to impriso n us . ... Bu t i t can also become increasingl y transparent. . . " 39

Dreams are phenomena i n which imagination i s displayed in al l its complexity .
Like images reflecte d i n a  mirror, drea m images ar e both ther e an d not-there . I n
their ver y essenc e dreams exemplif y the ambivalen t natur e o f existence, whic h i s
always bot h ther e an d not-there . A s an analog y Ib n al-'Arab i offer s th e exampl e
of a man lookin g i n a  mirror: what h e see s is both ther e an d no t there . I f he says ,
"I a m there , i n th e mirror " h e wil l b e makin g a  statement tha t i s both tru e an d
untrue. Thi s doublin g i s in th e ver y natur e of imagination. "Th e activ e imagina -
tion," explain s Corbin , "i s th e mirro r par excellence, th e epiphani c place (mazhar)
of th e image s o f th e archetypa l world. " Th e validit y o f vision s an d dream s as
well a s thei r tru e meanin g depen d o n th e acces s tha t th e dreamer , o r drea m
interpreter, ha s to th e imagina l world ('alam  al-khaydl  wal-mithal) .

In sleep , Ib n al-'Arab i says , a s wel l a s i n mystica l state s suc h a s "absence "
(ghaybuba, ghayba),  "annihilation " (fans'),  an d "obliteration " (mahw),  th e psychi c
attention i s directed inwar d rathe r tha n towar d th e worl d o f sense perception. I n
such states , th e rationa l sou l (an-nafs  an-ndtiqa),  whic h i s the highes t componen t
in the makeup of the human psyche, contemplates with it s inner organs the images
that have been stored i n the treasur y of the imagination (khizanat al-khayal).  Thes e
images have been accumulate d and stored there via the continuou s activity o f th e
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outer organ s an d th e oute r senses . For Ib n al-'Arab i too , a s for th e lon g lin e o f
his predecessors, imagination, i n it s capacity as mediator between th e real m of the
intelligibles, whic h i s devoi d o f an y corporeality , an d th e real m o f th e bodil y
senses, clothe s a n intelligibl e (ma'qul) , a  noncorporea l idea , wit h forma l image s
taken fro m th e worl d o f sensibles (mahsusat).

Imaginal thing s .  . .  are th e meaning s tha t assum e shap e (tashakkul)  i n sensor y
forms; the y ar e give n for m b y th e form-givin g facult y (al-quwwa  al-musawwira)
which serve s the rationa l faculty .

By transferrin g intelligibles into sensibles , imagination bring s th e tw o realm s to -
gether; hence it facilitates a  coinddenda oppositorum:  "i t brings together all opposites"
(al-jam' bayna  al-addad). 4 2 I t i s through thi s function that human beings , especiall y
during sleep , bu t als o durin g extrem e mystica l state s whe n th e oute r sense s ar e
completely a t rest , ca n perceiv e somethin g o f th e spiritua l world , whic h i s th e
world o f reality (haqiqa).  Hence , imaginatio n i s instrumental in grantin g huma n
beings the experience of the real, and in demonstrating the validity of the noncorpo-
real world o f Truth.

In dreams , throug h th e imaginativ e facult y (al-quwwa  al-mutakhayyila),  eve n
divine attribute s can be perceive d i n a  corporea l form . Th e friend s o f God , say s
Ibn al-'Arabi , se e images o f highl y spiritua l being s suc h a s angels, prophets , th e
Heavenly Thron e (al-'arsh),  an d eve n Go d himself . He writes :

The prophe t said , " I sa w m y Lor d i n th e for m o f a  youth." Thi s i s like th e
meanings [i.e. , spiritua l entities—S. S. ] tha t a  sleepe r sees in hi s dream s withi n
sensory forms . Th e reaso n fo r thi s i s tha t th e realit y o f th e imaginatio n i s t o
embody (tajassud)  tha t which i s not properl y a  body (jasad).  43

Epiphanic vision s of Go d are , a s indicated above , bot h H e an d not-H e (huwa  la
huwa). The y ca n be perceive d onl y i n th e plan e o f imagination (hadrat  al-khayal)
and in  state s suc h as  sleep or  mystica l absence, when imagination take s over the
plane of sense perception (hadrat  al-hiss).  For Ibn al-'Arabi, the plane of imagination
is symbolized by Joseph, th e archetypa l dream interprete r in th e biblica l as well as
in th e Qur'ani c tradition . Th e nint h chapte r o f hi s Bezels  o f Wisdom  (Fusils  al -
hikam) i s entitled "Th e Beze l o f Luminous Wisdom in th e Wor d o f Joseph." I n
the openin g line s o f this chapte r Ibn al-'Arab i writes :

The light of this luminous wisdom expands to [embrace] the plane of imagination.
This i s the beginnin g o f Divine inspiratio n grante d t o th e peopl e o f Assistanc e
(ahl al-'inaya).  [Thi s i s supported by a  hadith  transmitted in th e nam e of ] 'A'isha :
"The first inspiration [granted to] the Prophet wa s a veridical dream. Every dream
he ha d wa s [a s clear as ] the breakin g o f dawn . . . . "4 4 ... Sh e di d no t kno w
that th e Prophe t ha d said , "Me n ar e asleep ; whe n the y di e the y wak e up." .  .  .
[Dreaming] is sleep within a sleep. Everything which conies about in thi s manner
is name d th e plan e o f imagination . This i s why i t require s interpretation (wa -
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lihadhd yu'abbaru).  I n other words , something which in itself has one for m appears
in a  different form , an d [th e interpreter ] crosses  over  [  'dbir] fro m th e for m seen b y
the dreamer to the form which is pertinent to the matter; for example, knowledg e
appears as milk. .  . . Late r on when th e Prophe t was granted inspiration he was
transported awa y from hi s ordinary senses  .  .  . and becam e "absent " fro m thos e
present with him . Wha t took hi m ove r was the plane of imagination, though h e
was not i n a  state o f sleep. In th e sam e way, when th e ange l appeared to hi m i n
the for m o f a man, this too wa s from th e plane of imagination. Although h e was
an angel and not a  man he appeared to him a s a human being. Th e observe r wh o
possesses knowledg e transmute s this [form ] unti l h e arrive s at the tru e for m an d
says, "Thi s i s Gabriel . . . " Bot h perception s are true : ther e i s the trut h o f th e
sensual ey e an d th e trut h o f thi s being Gabrie l . . .

Know tha t whatever i s referred to a s "that which i s not God " (siwa  allah),  i n
other words , the world , relate s t o Go d a s shadow t o man . I t i s God's shadow .
This i s the essenc e of th e relatio n o f [real ] existenc e ( w u j u d ) t o th e world . .  .  .
The worl d i s imagined, it does not posses s a real existence, and this is the meanin g
of imagination, namely, yo u imagin e tha t [th e world] i s a thing i n itsel f outside
God, bu t thi s is not so . ... Kno w tha t yo u ar e imagination an d whateve r yo u
perceive as not-you i s also imagination. Existence is imagination within imagina -
tion, and real existence is nothing but Allah from the point of view of His essence,
not fro m th e poin t o f view o f His names . . .

Since dream images ar e sensua l personifications o f nonsensua l realities , the y need
to b e interprete d b y someon e wh o ha s acces s t o knowledg e o f th e intelligibl e
world. The interpreter , like imagination itself, i s mediating, crossing over, between
the dreamer , the dream images, and the intelligible meanings that lie behind these
images. He i s also mediatin g between his own imaginativ e facult y an d that o f the
dreamer. This mediation is borne out by the Arabic term assigned to interpretation:
ta'bir [fro m th e roo t '-b-r  :  to traverse , t o cros s over] . .  . .  Says Ib n al-'Arabi ,

This i s because the interprete r "crosses over" b y means of what h e says . In othe r
words, .. . h e transfer s hi s word s fro m imaginatio n t o imagination , sinc e th e
listener imagines to the exten t o f his understanding. Imagination may or may no t
coincide wit h imagination . .. . I f it coincides , thi s is called hi s "understanding "
(fahm); i f i t doe s no t coincide , h e ha s no t understood . . . .  We onl y mak e thi s
allusion t o cal l attentio n t o th e tremendousnes s o f imagination' s level , fo r i t i s
the Absolut e Ruler (al-hakim  al-muflaq)  ove r know n things .

In th e sixt h chapte r o f th e Bezels  o f Wisdom,  whic h i s concerned wit h Isaac ,
Ibn al-'Arabi gives an example for an outstanding case o f a fateful misinterpretation
of a  dream : Abraham , h e writes , sa w i n a  drea m tha t h e wa s goin g t o sacrific e
Isaac. This , indeed, is based on a  Qur'anic verse according to which Abraham says
to hi s son: "M y son , I  see in a  dream that I  shall sacrific e thee " (37:102) . Furthe r
on i n th e sam e sur a (vers e 105 ) Go d says : "Abraham , tho u has t confirme d th e
vision."48 Bu t accordin g t o Ib n al-'Arabi , "[Abraham ] di d no t interpre t i t [a s he
should have]. " What ha d appeare d i n hi s dream was a ram i n th e for m o f his son ,
and Abraha m accepte d th e drea m a t fac e valu e (saddaqa  Ibrahim  al-ru'ya),  instea d
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of interpreting i t according to its correct meaning. This , comment s Ib n al-'Arabi ,
is wh y Go d ha d redeeme d Isaa c b y mean s o f "th e grea t sacrifice " (al-dhabh  al -
'azim). Th e ide a behind thi s curious idiom i s highlighted i n the fourt h chapte r o f
The Bezels  o f Wisdom,  dealin g with Idri s [=Enoch] , wher e Ib n al-'Arab i explain s
that the form of Isaac, seen in Abraham's dream, was in fac t a  symbol for Abraham,
himself, sinc e "th e chil d i s th e essenc e o f hi s father " (al-walad  'ayn  abihi).  Bu t
Abraham fel l shor t o f making th e righ t interpretation.' 49

A forma l epiphany (at-tajall i as-suwan)  i n th e plan e o f imaginatio n require s a
special insightfu l knowledge b y whic h God' s intention , couche d i n a  particular
form, ca n be understood. 50 I n Ib n al-'Arabi' s ow n words :

Through th e scienc e o f [dream ] interpretatio n a person come s t o kno w wha t is
meant b y th e form s o f th e image s whe n the y ar e displaye d t o hi m an d whe n
sense perception cause s them t o rise in his imagination during sleep, wakefulness,
[mystical] absence , or annihilation.51

II

In th e furthe r reache s of the Islami c world, o n th e shore s of the Oxu s rive r (th e
Amu Daria) , a ninth-century Musli m seeke r went i n searc h of inner knowledge .
A persona l accoun t o f hi s year s o f ques t ha s bee n preserved. 52 Ab u 'Abdalla h
Muhammad ib n 'Al i al-Haki m al-Tirmidh i has left a  document tha t is , to the bes t
of my knowledge , th e firs t autobiographica l piece written , o r a t least preserved,
in Suf i literature , an d probabl y als o i n Musli m literatur e a t large . I n th e Suf i
tradition al-Tirmidhi' s nam e has become associate d with the doctrine, fundamental
to his teaching, concerning the awliya',  the friends o f God, the holy men o f Islam.53

According t o thi s doctrine, on e o f the route s by which Go d communicate s wit h
his elect is through dreams . This i s based on th e understanding o f a Qur'anic verse
that reads : "Surel y God' s friends—n o fea r shal l b e o n them , neithe r shal l the y
sorrow. .  . .  For them goo d tiding s (bushra)  i n the presen t lif e an d in the worl d t o
come (10 : 62-64)." 54 "Goo d tidings, " al-Tirmidh i write s i n hi s Th e Wa y o f the
Friends o f God (Sirat  al-awliya'),  "i s a  veridical dream .  .  . ;  the drea m o f the faithfu l
is God' s wor d spoke n to hi m i n hi s sleep. "

In hi s autobiography, which i s titled "Th e Beginnin g o f the Matter " (Bad'  al-
sha'ri), al-Tirmidhi has recorded a  long series of personal dreams, as well as mystical
experiences and key events in his life. Mos t o f the dreams recorded wer e dreamed
by hi s wife . Sinc e al-Tirmidh i doe s no t disclos e he r name , I  shal l refe r t o he r
simply a s Um m 'Abdallah , i n th e sam e wa y tha t h e i s calle d Ab u 'Abdallah .
Although th e dream s wer e give n t o he r a s divine message s fo r he r husband , th e
document makes it clea r that she is not just a mediumistic messenger. The dream s
reflect als o he r ow n inne r development . Significantly , al-Tirmidhi' s record end s
with Um m 'Abdallah' s own mystica l experiences . This, then , i s a document that
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describes the inner journey, through dreams and experiences, of a mystical couple,
united i n marriag e a s well a s in th e spiritua l quest , whos e inne r an d oute r live s
are closel y kni t together . I n thi s respect , I  think , i t i s not onl y a  rare document ,
but als o a  rather rare an d preciou s human experience .

In hi s autobiography al-Tirmidh i tell s ho w fo r years , afte r hi s initia l spiritua l
awakening which took place during a pilgrimage to th e K a 'ba, h e kep t searchin g
on hi s own, wit h no teacher , an d without companions . H e writes :

The lov e o f solitude came into m y heart. I would g o out int o the wilderness and
wander in the ruin s and graveyards around m y town . Thi s wa s my practice, and
I kep t it tirelessly. 1 was looking for true companions who woul d suppor t me i n
this, but I  found none. S o I  took refug e i n ruins and i n solitary places. One day ,
while i n thi s state , I  saw, as if in a  dream, the Messenge r o f God, peac e be upo n
him. H e entere d the Frida y mosque of our tow n an d I  followed him closel y step
by step . He walke d unti l h e entere d th e maqsura  [th e sectio n reserve d fo r th e
dignitaries] an d I  followed , almos t cleaving to hi s back , stepping upon hi s very
footsteps. .  .  . Then h e climbe d u p th e pulpit , an d s o di d I . Eac h ste p tha t h e
climbed, I  climbe d behin d him . Whe n h e reache d th e uppermos t ste p h e sa t
down an d I  sa t down a t hi s feet , o n th e ste p beneath him , m y righ t sid e facin g
his face , m y fac e facin g th e gate s whic h lead t o th e market , an d m y lef t facin g
the peopl e [i n the mosque] . I  woke u p i n thi s position.

This i s the firs t auspiciou s drea m tha t al-Tirmidh i records . Traditionally , seein g
the prophe t i n a  dream i s understood a s a tru e even t an d mus t b e take n a t fac e
value and not interpreted away. 57 Al-Tirmidhi does not find it necessary to interpret
the dream . It s symbolic meaning is, to him , apparent. 58 Th e perio d tha t preceded
this drea m i s described a s intense, filled with asceti c an d devotiona l practices . H e
talks o f his determination and zeal , but als o o f his aloneness and confusion . I n spite
of his inner conviction he needs some external validation and guidance. The drea m
reflects a n exceptionall y clos e adherenc e t o th e Prophet , a  "physical " closenes s
that herald s support , direction , an d spiritua l attainment .

The secon d drea m al-Tirmidh i record s agai n speak s fo r itsel f an d doe s no t
require him t o indulg e in interpretation . H e writes :

A short time after this, while praying one night, I was overtaken by deep weariness,
and as I put my head on the prayer rug, I saw a huge and empty space, a wilderness
unfamiliar t o me . I  saw a huge assembly59 with a n embellished sea t and a  pitched
canopy th e clothin g an d coverin g o f which I  canno t describe . An d a s if it wa s
conveyed t o me: "Yo u ar e taken to your lord." I  entered throug h th e veil s and
saw neither a person nor a  form. But as I entered through the veils an [overwhelm -
ing] aw e descende d upo n m y heart . An d i n m y drea m I  kne w wit h certitud e
[ayqantu] tha t I was standing in front o f Him (bayna  yadayhi).  Afte r a  while I found
myself outside the veils. I stood by the opening of the [outer?] veil exclaiming: "H e
has forgiven me!"60 And I  saw that my breat h relaxed of the fear .

This, n o doubt , i s more tha n a  dream ; i t i s a  mystica l experience . Th e drea m is
told in a  laconic brevity tha t stand s in contrast to th e intensity conveyed. Alongsid e
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the dept h o f the persona l experienc e th e drea m imager y link s al-Tirmidh l with
the ancien t traditio n o f mystica l encounter s wit h th e Lor d wh o sit s upo n th e
Throne. Th e Thron e imag e ha s clear biblica l an d propheti c connotation s an d is
central fo r earl y Jewis h mysticis m o f th e Hekhalo t an d Merkaba h literature. 61

"Certitude" (yaqin) —inner mystica l knowledge—and th e descriptio n o f the mys -
tic's overwhelming proximity t o God are themes that recur in many of al-Tirmidhi's
works wit h referenc e t o th e awliya'.62

From a  certai n poin t i n al-Tirmidhi' s spiritua l journey hi s wife start s havin g
dreams that contain a  clear message for him. I  know of no paralle l to this phenome-
non i n Islami c literature . I t i s made clea r tha t Um m 'Abdalla h hersel f become s
involved in the transformativ e process initiated throug h the dreams , and is told in
one o f them that sh e and her husban d ar e on th e sam e rung . Al-Tirmidh i write s
that, whil e he wa s going through a  period o f great hardships , bein g harasse d and
persecuted b y certai n religiou s an d politica l groups , hi s wife said to him :

I sa w i n a  dream , a s if standing in midair , outsid e th e house , o n th e path , a n
image o f a n ol d man , curl y haired , wearing whit e clothes , sandal s o n hi s feet ,
and h e wa s callin g to m e fro m th e ai r (i n th e visio n I  was standing in fron t o f
him): Wher e i s your hushand ? I said : H e ha s gone out . H e said : Tell him, th e
prince command s you t o ac t justly, an d he disappeared.

This i s clearly a  teaching dream . I n spit e o f the persecutio n h e encountered , al -
Tirmidhi's positio n amon g hi s own companion s ha d becom e tha t o f a  spiritua l
guide. H e tell s how peopl e o f his hometown started gathering i n front of his door
beseeching hi m "t o si t in fron t o f them" (al-qu'ud  lahum) . H e himself , however,
does not hav e a  spiritual teacher t o tur n to . Hi s authorization, o r license t o teac h
(ijaza), come s b y means  o f dream messages . Through th e dream s o f his wife he is
being prepare d fo r the rol e o f master. The ol d man, white-haired , cla d in white ,
is n o othe r tha n Khidr , tha t teache r fro m th e angeli c plan e o f al l those seeker s
who d o not hav e a  flesh-and-bloo d guide. 63

A similar figure appears also in Umm 'Abdallah' s secon d dream . Al-Haki m al-
Tirmidhi writes :

Now m y wife kep t dreaming about me, drea m after dream , always a t dawn. I t
was a s if she , o r th e dreams , were messenger s fo r me . Ther e wa s n o nee d fo r
interpretation, because their meaning was clear. This wa s one o f her dreams :

I sa w a big pool i n a  place unknown t o me . Th e wate r in th e poo l was as pure
as sprin g water. O n th e surfac e o f th e poo l ther e appeare d bunches o f grapes ,
clear whit e grapes . I  an d m y tw o sister s wer e sittin g by th e pool , pickin g u p
grapes fro m these bunches and eating them, while ou r leg s were dangling upon
the surfac e o f the water , not immerse d in th e water , only touchin g it. I  sai d t o
my younges t sister: Her e w e are , as you see , eating from thes e grapes , bu t wh o
has given them t o us ? And lo , a  man cam e toward s us , curl y haired , o n hi s head
a whit e turban , hi s hai r loos e behin d his turban , his clothe s white. H e sai d t o
me: Wh o i s the owne r o f a  pool such a s this an d o f grape s suc h a s these? The n
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he too k m e by the hand , raised me, an d sai d t o m e a t a distance from my sisters :
Tell Muhammad ib n 'Al i t o rea d thi s verse : "W e shal l set up just scale s o n th e
day o f resurrectio n |s o tha t n o ma n shal l i n th e leas t b e wronge d .  . . ]." 65 On
these scale s neithe r flou r no r brea d i s weighed, bu t th e speec h o f thi s wil l b e
weighed—and h e pointed to hi s tongue—And i t will be weighed wit h thes e and
these—and h e pointe d t o hi s hand s an d legs . Yo u don' t kno w tha t exces s o f
speech i s as intoxicating as the drinkin g o f wine. I  said : Woul d you , please , tell
me wh o yo u are ? H e said : I  a m on e o f the angels ; we roa m th e earth , and ou r
abode i s in Jerusalem. Then I  sa w in hi s righ t han d [ a bunch] o f young gree n
myrtle [branches] , an d i n hi s other han d two branche s of fragran t herbs . Whil e
he wa s talking to m e he was holding them in his hands. Then he said : We roa m
the eart h and we cal l on th e worshippers . W e plac e thes e fragran t herb s on th e
hearts o f the worshipper s (al-sadiqun),  s o tha t by the m the y coul d carr y ou t act s
of worship. And thi s myrtle we plac e upon th e heart s of the just (al-siddiqun)  an d
those wh o posses s certitud e ( yaq in) , s o tha t by the m the y coul d discer n wha t i s
just. Thes e herbs in summer look like this , but th e myrtl e i s ever green, i t never
changes, neithe r i n summer nor i n winter. Tel l Muhammad ib n 'Ali : Don't you
wish tha t you could have these two? And he pointed to the myrtle and the herbs.
Then h e said : Go d ca n raise th e piet y o f the piou s t o suc h a stage tha t they wil l
need n o piety . Ye t h e ha d commanded the m t o hav e piety, so that they shoul d
[come to ] kno w it . Tel l him : Purif y you r house ! I  said : I  hav e smal l children ,
and I cannot keep my house completely pure . He said : I don't mea n from urine.
What I  mean i s this—and h e pointe d t o hi s tongue . I  said : And wh y don' t yo u
tell hi m s o yourself ? H e said : .  . . [What h e does ] i s neithe r a  grav e si n no r a
minor sin . In th e eye s of people i t i s a minor sin , but fo r hi m thi s is a grave one.
Why shoul d h e commi t it ? Then h e move d th e han d whic h wa s holding th e
myrtle an d said : Because this is [as yet?] remot e fro m him. The n he plucked ou t
of the bunch which h e was holding some of the myrtl e an d handed the m t o me .
I said : Shal l I  kee p i t fo r mysel f o r shal l I  giv e i t t o him ? H e laughed , an d hi s
teeth shon e lik e pearls . H e said : Thi s i s fo r you , an d a s for thes e whic h I  a m
holding, I  myself shall take them t o him. This is between th e tw o o f you, because
you ar e both a t the same place together. Tel l him: Thi s i s my last counci l to him .
Peace be with you ! Then he added: May God bestow o n you, o h sisters , "green
gardens" [happines s and fruitfulness] , no t becaus e of your fast s an d prayers , bu t
because o f the purit y of your hearts . ... I  said t o him : Wh y don' t you sa y it in
front o f my sisters ? He said : The y ar e not lik e you an d they ar e not you r equal.
Then h e said : Peac e be with you , an d wen t away . I  woke up .

As i n th e previou s dreams , her e to o on e i s struc k b y th e allusion s t o ancien t
traditions an d teaching s conveye d i n th e dream . Th e myrtle , fo r instance , i s an
ancient symbol for the righteous, the siddiq  (and i n the Jewish tradition, the zaddiq).
In th e boo k o f Zecharia h (1:8—11) , the prophe t i s show n a  vision whic h i s i n
many ways reminiscen t o f Umm 'Abdallah' s drea m images:

I sa w by nigh t an d behol d a  man ridin g upo n a  red horse , and h e stoo d amon g
the myrtl e tree s tha t were in th e bottom . .  . .  Then I  said : O , m y lord , what are
these? An d th e ange l tha t talke d wit h m e sai d unt o me , I  wil l sho w yo u wha t
these be . An d th e ma n tha t stoo d amon g th e myrtl e tree s answere d an d said ,
These ar c the y whom th e Lor d has sen t t o wal k t o an d fr o throug h th e earth .
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And the y answere d th e Ange l o f th e Lor d tha t stoo d amon g th e myrtl e trees ,
and said , We hav e walked to and fro through th e earth , and behold, al l the eart h
sitteth still , an d i s at res t . . .

The Arabi c and the Aramaic words for myrtle (i n Arabic as; in Aramaic asa) derive
from a  root tha t denote s "healing. " Th e drea m allude s t o tw o level s o f healin g
through spiritua l teaching. The firs t is the level of ordinary worshippers (al-sHdiqun),
which ar e symbolized b y th e fragran t herbs . Thei r healin g i s not altogethe r firm ,
but rathe r temporary , sinc e "i n summe r the y ar e lik e this, " namely , withered ,
"and i n winte r the y ar e green. " Thi s typ e o f healing i s inferior compare d wit h
the healin g symbolize d b y th e evergree n myrtle , conferre d o n th e "just " (al-
siddlqun) an d o n "thos e wh o hav e attained certitude. "

The hierarchica l evaluatio n o f sadiqun,  sincer e worshipper s compare d wit h
siddlqun, tru e mystics, is one o f the main motifs of al-Tirmidhi's vast literary corpus.
The relationshi p betwee n his , o r hi s wife's, experiences , and the developmen t o f
his spiritual teaching is thus intriguing an d worth noting. Th e drea m brings good
tidings als o for Um m 'Abdallah . Sh e i s distinguished fro m he r sister s and i s told
in unambiguous terms that she and her husband "ar e togethe r in the sam e place,"
and sh e too i s given fro m th e myrtl e branches . Thus , throug h th e dream , bot h
wife an d husban d hav e becom e prepare d fo r th e nex t phas e o f thei r spiritua l
journey.

The nex t stag e is inaugurated b y a  dream i n which Um m 'Abdalla h i s show n
the spiritua l transformation that i s going t o tak e place in he r husban d and in th e
world aroun d hi m throug h hi s teaching . Th e drea m point s t o he r ow n dee p
involvement i n thi s process : she becomes , o r pledge s t o become , th e custodia n
and protector o f her husband's work. Without her his mission canno t be complete .
Here i s the dream :

[In he r dream ] sh e wa s in th e ope n hal l o f ou r house . .  . . There were severa l
couches there , upholstere d wit h brocade . On e o f the couche s stoo d nex t t o th e
family mosque . Sh e said : I  saw a  tree growin g b y th e side  o f thi s couch , facin g
the mosque . I t grew u p to a  man's height, an d it looked ver y dry, like a withere d
piece o f wood. It had branches, similar to a  palm tree , but th e branche s were all
dry, like wooden pegs or filings. Now from the bottom of the trunk new branches
emerged, abou t fiv e o r six , and the y wer e al l gree n an d moist . Whe n thes e
branches reache d th e middl e o f the dr y tre e i t starte d stretching an d extendin g
upwards to abou t thre e time s a man's height , an d so did the branche s too. Then
from amids t the branches there appeared bunches o f grapes. I heard myself saying:
this tree i s mine! N o on e from her e t o th e othe r en d o f the worl d ha s a tree like
this!

I cam e close r to th e tre e and hear d a  voice comin g fro m around it , although
I coul d se e no-one there. I  looked a t th e trun k an d sa w that i t ha d grow n ou t
of a  rock, a big rock . By th e sid e o f this rock I  saw another big roc k which ha d
a hollow , lik e a  pool. Fro m th e trun k of the tre e a  brook emerge d and it s water,
which wa s pure, flowed into th e hollo w o f the roc k an d gathere d there.

Again I  heard a  voice calling m e fro m th e bottom o f the tree : ca n you mak e
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a pledg e t o protec t thi s tre e s o tha t n o han d woul d touc h it ? Then thi s tre e is
yours. It s roots have stood in san d and soil ; many hand s have touche d it , an d its
fruit becam e worthless , then rotte d an d drie d up . Bu t no w w e hav e placed th e
rock aroun d it , an d w e hav e nominate d a  bird ove r it , t o watc h ove r th e frui t
of this tree . Look !

I looked , an d sa w a gree n bird , th e siz e o f a  pigeon. I t perche d o n on e o f
the branches , no t o n th e gree n mois t one s whic h gre w fro m th e botto m o f the
trunk, bu t o n a  dr y one . .  . . The bir d hoppe d upwards , climbin g fro m branc h
to branch ; whenever i t perched o n a  dry branch, which looke d lik e dry pegs, i t
became gree n an d moist , an d bunches o f grapes hung dow n fro m it . Th e voic e
said: i f you protec t thi s tree faithfull y th e bir d wil l reach th e to p o f the tre e an d
the whol e tre e wil l become green ; i f not, th e bir d wil l sta y here , i n the middle .
I said : I  will; indeed , I  wil l protec t it ! But ther e was no-one t o b e seen .

The bir d flew to the to p o f the tree , branch afte r branch , and the whole tre e
became green . When it reached the top o f the tree I  exclaimed with amazement :
la ilaha  ill a 'llahl  Wher e ar e al l these people ? Can' t the y se e th e tre e an d com e
nearer? And th e bir d answered fro m th e to p o f the tree : Ia ilaha ill a 'llahl  I  wanted
to pic k u p a  tender grap e fro m th e tree , bu t a  voice sai d to me : No ! No t unti l
it ha s ripened ! An d I  woke up .

In this dream too th e images are ancient and archetypal; there is a magical numinos-
ity i n th e transformatio n tha t take s plac e i n fron t o f Um m 'Abdallah' s eyes . Fo r
her, wh o ha s a complete an d utter fait h i n her husband' s mission an d destiny , th e
dream speaks with propheti c truth .

"On anothe r occasion," al~Tirmidhi writes, "she dreame d that she was sleeping
with me o n th e roof . Sh e said:

I hear d voices coming fro m the garden , an d go t worried , becaus e I thought tha t
there were guests whom w e had neglected. I'l l go down an d feed them, I thought ,
and went t o the edg e o f the roo f i n order t o clim b down , whe n the edg e o f the
roof, wher e 1  was standing, descended unti l i t reache d the groun d an d stopped .
I sa w tw o dignifie d persons sitting . I  approache d an d apologised . The y smiled .
One o f them said : Tell your husband, "why d o you bother wit h thi s green [grass ,
hashish]? Your tas k is to giv e strength t o th e wea k an d to b e thei r support. " An d
tell him [als o this] : "You ar e one o f the peg s o f the earth , and to you i s assigned
a section o f the earth. " I  said , "Wh o ar e you?" On e o f them said , "Muhamma d
Ahmad, an d thi s i s 'Isa [i.e. , Jesus]. Tel l him, " h e added , "yo u ar e saying : Oh ,
King, oh , Holy One, hav e mercy on us! [It is you who should ] become sanctified!
Every piece of land which you bless will grow strong and mighty, an d that which
you d o no t bles s will becom e wea k an d worthless." Tel l him: "W e hav e given
you th e Inhabite d House" : "[ I swear ] i n th e nam e o f th e Inhabite d House." 67

May you hav e success! ' The n I  woke up .

In thi s propheti c drea m al-Tirmidh i i s assigned, b y n o les s tha n Muhamma d an d
Jesus, th e rol e o f a  "peg," on e o f th e peg s \awtad ] o f th e earth . I n th e theor y o f
the awliya',  th e spiritua l hierarch y consist s o f a  fixe d numbe r o f evolve d huma n
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beings without whom the well-being of the worl d canno t be maintained . At the
top o f this hierarchy stand s th e "pole " (qutb),  whic h i s sometimes referre d to b y
al-Tirmidhi a s "the Maste r o f the Friend s of God" (sayyid  al-awliya').  Unde r hi m
come th e "pegs, " belo w whic h com e th e substitute s (al-abdal). Thi s hierarchy has
become centra l t o Suf i discours e an d nomenclature . Th e importanc e o f thi s
doctrine in the comparative study of the phenomenon o f holy men in early Islam,
and th e evidenc e supplie d by al-Tirmidhi' s autobiography for suc h a study, must
not b e undervalued .

Information abou t Sufi  women does not exis t in abundance. We ar e fortunate
to hav e acces s to thi s uniqu e recor d tha t tell s abou t a  loyal , sincere , propheti c
woman, whos e dreams have been carefull y an d lovingly recorded by her husband.
This unnamed woman fro m centra l Asia has become awakened , through he r deep
empathy with her husband's destiny, to her own inner quest. Alongside her dreams
for him , al-Tirmidhi' s autobiography record s also Umm 'Abdallah' s own spiritual
ripening throug h dreams . In one o f these dreams she sees herself and her husban d
sleeping together i n bed . Th e prophe t come s an d lies down with them .

In anothe r dream , on e o f the las t dream s in th e document , an d on e \vhic h is
meant fo r her alone , sh e sees the prophe t ente r thei r house . She wants to kis s his
feet, bu t h e does not allo w it . "He gav e me his hand," sh e told her husband, "an d
I kisse d it. "

I di d no t kno w wha t t o as k of him. On e o f my eye s had been badl y inflamed,
so I said: Messenger of God, on e o f my eyes has been infected with inflammation.
He said : Cove r i t wit h you r han d an d sa y l a ilaha  ill a 'llah,  th e On e withou t
partner, Hi s i s the kingdo m an d Hi s i s the praise , H e revive s an d H e kills , H e
holds th e goo d i n hi s hand , H e i s the omnipoten t one . I  wok e up , an d sinc e
then, wheneve r anythin g befall s m e I  repea t thes e word s an d th e obstacl e is
removed.

The fina l passage s o f al-Tirmidhi' s autobiograph y recor d Um m 'Abdallah' s
own mystica l experiences:

After thes e dreams she felt a n urge to search for truth herself. The firs t experience
that sh e had , whic h confirme d th e veracit y o f he r dreams , wa s this : whil e sh e
was sittin g on e da y i n th e garden , fiv e o r si x day s afte r sh e ha d see n thi s las t
dream, th e followin g phrase s descended upo n he r heart : The ligh t an d guid e o f
all things! You ar e H e whos e ligh t pierce s al l darkness!

She said : I fel t a s if something penetrate d my chest , circled within m y hear t
and envelope d it . I t fille d m y ches t u p t o th e throat , I  almos t choke d fro m it s
fullness. Hea t sprea d throug h th e cavit y of my body , m y hear t was on fire , an d
all the sacre d name s appeare d t o m e i n thei r glory . Anythin g upo n whic h m y
eyes fell , o n th e eart h o r i n th e sky ; anyone who m I  looked at , I  sa w a s I have
never seen before, because of the beauty and joy an d sweetness [ which filled me].
Then a verse in Persian descended upon my heart: We hav e given you on e thing!

Again 1  was filled with joy, elatio n an d grea t energy. The nex t da y [sh e said)
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another vers e descende d o n m y heart : We hav e give n yo u thre e things : Ou r
glory, Ou r migh t an d Our beauty !

Then, sh e said , I  saw a  glow behin d me , an d i t staye d above m y hea d a s if
in a dream, and in this glowing light thes e three things were revealed to me : th e
knowledge o f the Divin e Glory , th e knowledg e o f the Divin e Might , an d th e
knowledge o f the Divin e Beauty .

Then I  saw something shimmering and moving, an d i t was conveyed t o me :
These things are going to take place. All that moves is from Him ; th e migh t an d
the hig h ran k are from Him , an d s o is the beaut y and th e merit . Thi s fire that I
first saw in th e sk y is from Him , an d no w I  see it as sparks o f emerald and silver,
blown an d kindled .

On th e thir d da y these words descende d o n he r heart : We hav e give n yo u
the knowledg e o f past an d future .

She remaine d i n thi s stat e fo r som e time , an d the n th e knowledg e o f th e
names o f God wa s revealed to her . Each day new name s opened u p t o her , and
the glowing ligh t was upon he r heart , and the inward meaning of the names was
revealed t o her . Thi s lasted for te n days . O n th e tent h da y she came to m e an d
said tha t th e [divine ] name th e Graciou s was revealed to her .

With thes e experience s th e autobiograph y ends , rathe r abruptly . Al-Tirmidh i
seems to have left this personal and unique piece of writing unfinished. Neverthe -
less, fro m th e car e wit h whic h these—a s wel l a s the res t o f th e dream s i n th e
document—were recorded , on e ca n gain insigh t into th e importanc e assigne d t o
teaching dreams in th e doctrine s concernin g the hol y men i n earl y Islam . I n thi s
respect, al-Tirmidhi's autobiography stands out not only as a personal dream journal,
but also , an d mos t importantly , a s a testimony o f th e practical  an d experiential  way
in -whic h dream s wer e integrate d int o th e transformativ e proces s o f mystic s i n
medieval Islam .
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The Liminalit y an d Centralit y of
Dreams i n the Medieva l Wes t

Jean-Claude Schmit t

Dreams—or mor e often their fleeting memory and reconstructed account (withou t
which dream s coul d no t exis t i n a  socia l sense)—are universal. Als o universa l i s
the ambiguou s statu s of dreams, fascinatin g an d yet disturbin g becaus e they attes t
to a n activit y o f the min d tha t take s place paradoxically a t the ver y momen t th e
person i s submerged i n a  stat e o f lethargy an d inactivit y ofte n likene d t o death .
Dreams ar e equivoca l als o because an individual perceive s hi s or he r ow n dream s
as an entirel y persona l experienc e whic h nevertheles s reflect s a  certain alienation ,
as i f dreamed b y another , an d als o somehow defamiliarizin g face s o f people wh o
are otherwis e familiar .

Dreams ar e relate d t o sensor y experienc e (bot h "seeing " an d "hearing" ) an d
produce "images " an d "sounds " tha t appea r real . Thei r plainl y illusor y nature ,
revealed graduall y upon awakening , destine s them t o almos t immediat e oblivio n
if they ar e no t recounte d a s soon a s possible an d thu s transfixed . They manifes t
intense creativity but escape the control o f individual reaso n or collective authority .
As such, they arouse the mistrus t and at times the reprobation o f society, althoug h
they might also be seen as a privileged medium providin g acces s to all that otherwise
eludes objectiv e consciousness : divin e knowledge , th e worl d o f invisibl e being s
(notably tha t o f ancestor s and th e dead) , foreknowledge , an d sign s o f fate .

Dreams ar e also a historical phenomenon which, in differen t time s and places,
subscribes t o differen t valu e system s and varie s in content . Th e medieva l West ,
like many othe r traditiona l cultures, can be sai d to have been a  "religious culture, "
in it s own , uniqu e fashion . Dreams are , in effect , par t o f a  general belief system,
enriching th e religiou s experienc e o f individual s and societ y an d extendin g th e
limits of knowledge concernin g the mysteries of the abov e and beyond. Althoug h
by definition a  personal experience, the dreams of an individual, from the moment
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they ar e recounted , pu t i n writing , disseminated , an d addresse d t o everyone ,
take o n a  collectiv e valu e an d a  socia l significance ; thi s explain s th e immens e
documentation o n th e subject . Generally speaking , in thi s societ y naturally con-
nected to tradition, dreams, as an immediate recours e to a supernatural legitimating
source, contribut e t o th e justificatio n of al l innovations. Th e introductio n o f a
new practic e (e.g. , th e cul t o f images) , a  new doctrin e (e.g. , tha t o f purgatory),
the accessio n of a  new dynasty , o r th e electio n o f a  new ecclesiastica l dignitary
must b e announced , confirmed , an d legitimized b y dreams.

At th e sam e time, a s an individua l experienc e the y ar e see n t o hav e personal
value, a s illustrated, for example, b y the plac e of dreams in conversio n narratives .
This persona l valu e is , however, quit e differen t fro m tha t ascribe d t o dream s i n
our ow n culture . Fa r fro m referrin g t o a n autonomou s ego—th e valu e mos t
frequently placed upon dreams in our time by psychoanalysis—it supposes a concept
of the individua l define d in referenc e t o invisibl e divin e might . Fo r thi s reason,
while th e autobiographica l narrativ e o f a  dream i n thi s religious cultur e is , as we
shall see , a way o f affirming th e individual , i t als o reveals the alienatin g structure
of this relation o f self to divin e Othe r tha t compel s th e subjec t even i n dreams.

The religiou s cultur e tha t gav e meanin g t o dream s i n medieva l Christianity
assumed a  particula r structur e a s a  resul t o f th e dominan t rol e o f th e Churc h
which, throug h it s clergy , claime d th e rol e o f mediato r betwee n hidde n force s
and humanity . Dreams , however , a s a  mediu m providin g immediat e acces s t o
hidden force s an d knowledge, ten d t o bypass mediation o r even t o den y its value.
Dreams thu s revea l th e basi c limits o f ecclesiastica l power, showin g i t incapabl e
of controllin g al l th e arcan a o f individua l religiou s experience , eve n i f cleric s
assumed the essential role of saving the dream narratives from oblivion by recording,
classifying, and judging them. In the medieval West, tension between the individual
and th e Churc h afforde d th e stagin g (and recording) o f the oneiri c experienc e a
particularly dramatic character. This is confirmed by the theoretica l and normativ e
framework assigne d to dreams by medieval scholars—the selective corpus of dream
narratives, i n connectio n wit h whic h I  shal l stres s th e rol e playe d b y dream s i n
the historica l developmen t o f that which I  cal l Christian individuality .

Classification o f Dreams

The origina l theoretical and normative framework within which medieval scholar -
ship evaluated dreams developed fro m a  dual heritage: pagan (Greco-Roman) and
biblical (primaril y Ol d Testament) . Roote d i n thi s dua l heritag e i s the vie w o f
dreams a s interaction betwee n th e dreame r an d invisibl e powers . Inte r alia , thi s
provided justification for pursuing the traditio n o f "drea m keys" (Somnialia  Dan-
ielis), which  enabled th e interpretatio n o f each oneiric imag e a s an auspiciou s or
inauspicious portent . Oneirocriticis m underwen t great development in antiquity,
at th e hand s of Artemidorus , for example , and Ara b writers , who carrie d o n th e
tradition. In the Latin West, from the tenth century on, the number of manuscripts
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of the dream keys attributed to the prophet Daniel increased. The key s are arranged
in almos t complete alphabetica l order an d are of a dual nature. They concern th e
gain (lucnttri)  o r loss (damnum), happines s or unhappiness, health or sickness, longev-
ity o r shortnes s of life, hostilit y o r peace , which ca n be expecte d based upon th e
oneiric appearance of one image or another. Th e large number o f these manuscripts
must be th e resul t of a keen interes t in these lists durin g the Middl e Ages . Drea m
narratives, however , a s the y appea r i n th e narrative-chronicl e sources , live s o f
saints, an d s o on , see m t o hav e borrowe d littl e fro m th e drea m keys.  Th e logi c
of narrativ e an d interpretatio n o f dream s in thes e source s is , generally speaking ,
quite differen t fro m that of the keys . The narrative s consider dream s both i n thei r
totality an d i n a  unique persona l o r socia l situation, whil e th e key s fragment th e
oneiric content into a  myriad of discrete elements an d isolated images, interpretin g
them accordin g t o a n alternativ e logic , regardles s o f context . Th e contras t i s so
strong that i t makes one wonde r whethe r th e "Dream s o f Daniel" was ever used
in a frequent o r systematic fashion i n medieval society , with the exceptio n perhap s
of the naturall y limited literat e church circles.

Rooted i n thi s dua l heritage—classica l and biblical , an d particularl y i n th e
latter—is a strong and basic mistrust of dreams. This does not rule out the possibility
of recognizing the positive value of certain dreams. Critical exercise of such discretio
would necessaril y occur withi n th e contex t o f social attitude s tha t wanted saints ,
as wel l a s kings, monks , an d clerics , t o enjo y a  greate r chanc e o f experiencin g
truthful dreams , thos e o f divin e origin , tha n commoners , th e illiterate , laymen ,
rustici, and, most o f all, women. This pertain s primarily t o th e Hig h Middle Ages,
during th e firs t millenium , whe n th e clerica l ideolog y tha t dominate d societ y
exhibited a  strong dualisti c tendency: Go d versu s the Devil , "true " dreams versus
"false" ones , churchmen versu s simple laymen—all according to a  generalized and
for th e mos t par t intangibl e distinctio n betwee n "u p above " an d "down below."
The Carolingia n era , for example , showed a  strong preference for royal dreams —
something Pau l Edward Dutto n terme d th e "via  regia"  o f dreams . Th e empero r
dreams an d th e dignitarie s o f th e kingdo m drea m o f hi m an d fo r him , thereb y
forming an actual mode o f government accordin g t o the body o f information an d
divine "omens" concerning the fate of the empire in general and, more particularly,
that o f the sovereign , both i n hi s existence dow n below an d in hi s promised lif e
up above . Thu s dreams , notabl y thos e o f monk s wh o enjo y grea t vision s fro m
above, do not alway s spare the person an d the decision s of the emperor , bu t thei r
hard lessons must be tolerated since they unquestionabl y deriv e fro m true dream s
and divine omens . Henc e the y provide th e churc h hierarch y moderat e power s o f
criticism (notabl y with regar d t o th e sexua l behavior o f Charlemagne) , -warning ,
and pressure on the emperor . Th e mon k Wetti of Reichenau, fo r example, a  few
days before his death, had a famous vision of Charlemagne bein g genitally tortured .
The meanin g o f this image was easily read, and when Heito , the Bisho p o f Basel,
and Walafrid Strabo , the abbot of Reichenau, too k upo n themselve s to spread the
story, thoug h withou t explicitl y naming the emperor , n o on e wa s foole d abou t
the real target of this oneiric admonition. The following generation saw the "  Vision
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of a  poor woman  o f Laon"  similarl y enabl e a  par t o f th e secula r and ecclesiastica l
aristocracy to reproach the emperor , Loui s the Pious, for the brutal way in whic h
he had  blinded and  dispose d of  his nephew, Bernar d of  Septimania.5

From th e elevent h centur y onward , socia l and ideologica l evolutio n place d
more importance upo n modest and moderate solutions in all areas, opening unprec -
edented opportunities for breaking out of established ancient categories. The ambi -
guity o f dreams was better taken into account , and the value of the dream s of the
most humbl e wa s mor e readil y recognized . Roya l dream s an d thos e o f monk s
were fa r from forgotte n but, in the word s o f Jacques Le Goff , th e Wes t witnessed
a "democratizatio n o f dreams, " a s well a s a "feminization," a t leas t as far a s their
interpretation wa s concerned. (Wome n remaine d a  minority amon g th e recorde d
dreamers.) Female specialists in the interpretation o f dreams begin t o appear in the
records, sometimes treated by the clerg y as vetulae—old hags in collusion with th e
devil, bu t sometime s treate d with admiratio n an d respec t when appearin g to use
their gift s a s the Churc h hoped . Th e Life  o f Saint  Thierry,  writte n a t the en d o f th e
eleventh centur y (soo n afte r 1086 ) i n th e Ardennes , employ s th e well-know n
hagiographic topos  o f the pregnan t -woman's dream in aid of the saint' s mother. I n
this case , th e futur e mothe r o f Thierry , disturbe d by image s see n i n he r dream ,
not doubtin g tha t he r drea m wa s tru e an d untainte d b y diabolica l illusions, was
divinely inspired to consult a woman renowne d fo r her gif t o f interpreting dreams:

There was at that time in the area an old woman wh o live d in saintly continence,
to whom, thanks to her merits , God ha d given, amon g he r other virtues , the gif t
of telling th e future—often , t o man y people . Becaus e o f her fame , th e wif e [o f
Gozon] cam e to her in the hope tha t she could interpret her dream. She confided
in he r afte r the y ha d kisse d and talked ; tremblin g an d weeping , sh e tol d he r o f
her vision, first begging [th e old woman] t o pray for her, so that the vision would
not forecas t fo r he r a n unnatura l event , an d the n beggin g he r t o tel l he r th e
meaning o f th e vision . Afte r praying , investe d wit h propheti c grace , [th e ol d
woman] said: "Have faith, woman , sinc e wha t you hav e seen i s a vision comin g
from God." 6

This tex t wonderfull y illuminate s severa l important aspect s of dream s and  thei r
interpretation: th e ritua l character of the entir e sequence , the doubt s with whic h
the dreame r i s plagued and , b y wa y o f contrast , the serenit y of the ol d woman ,
confident i n he r ability.

At the beginning o f the following century, the monk Guibert de Nogent never
tired o f praisin g hi s mother , wh o kne w ho w t o deciphe r hi s dreams , a s well as
those o f her younger so n and the me n an d women o f her circle :

Frequent visions , in which I  figured togethe r with other persons, made it possible
for he r t o predic t wha t wa s t o happen , lon g i n advance . I  notic e tha t som e o f
these event s undoubtedl y occu r or have occurred. Henc e I  expect th e other s t o
happen a s well.7
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In thi s period , th e distinctio n betwee n tru e dream s (o f divin e origin ) an d fals e
dreams (thos e fantasmata tha t ar e nothin g mor e tha n diabolica l illusions ) becam e
less an d les s significan t a s more attentio n wa s devote d t o dream s derivin g solel y
from th e huma n being , hi s o r he r min d an d body . I n thes e circumstances , the
agonizing questio n o f a  dream' s "truth " coul d no t b e answere d wit h certainty ,
especially sinc e th e traditiona l socia l criterion—-judging the trustworthines s o f a
witness based on tha t person's connections with th e uppe r echelon s of the socia l
and religiou s hierarchy—played a  lesser role .

Thus a  medieval West not simpl y content with ancien t classifications o f dreams
further develope d them. On e ancien t classification o f dreams, made famous by the
commentary o f Macrobiu s (c . 400) o n th e "Drea m o f Scipio, " i s recounted b y
Cicero i n th e sixt h boo k o f Th e Republic.  Macrobiu s divide s dream s int o fiv e
categories, stressing their different nature s but also, in Platonic tradition, the hierar -
chy t o whic h the y belong , fro m th e mos t divin e t o th e mos t closel y relate d t o
human passions : prophetic vision (visio),  nightmar e (insomnium),  ghostl y apparition
(phantasmd), enigmati c dream (somnium),  oracula r dream (oraculum) .8 Christia n au -
thors departe d fro m thi s classificatio n earl y on , emphasizin g othe r method s o f
classification bette r suite d t o th e ne w ideolog y an d t o th e Christia n perceptio n
of relation s betwee n humanit y an d th e divine . Augustine , i n hi s twelve-boo k
commentary o n the book o f Genesis, proposes the basic category of visio spiritualis,
equally concernin g bot h dream s an d visions , a s oppose d t o th e visio  corpomlis,
dealing with the physica l sense of sight, and the visio  intellectualis,  the rational vision
beyond ever y image—a rarit y here o n eart h (Sain t Paul, carrie d of f to th e "thir d
heaven," perhap s experience d it) , th e almos t face-to-face encounter o f th e elec t
with God . Accordin g t o th e three-par t typolog y o f dream s b y thei r origin , firs t
contrived by Tertullian (De anima) 9 and of no less importance in medieval Christian -
ity, i t i s necessary to firs t ascertai n th e sourc e o f dreams , whethe r demoni c (th e
most frequent) , divine (i f all ideological an d socia l requirements hav e been met) ,
or emanatin g from th e perso n himsel f or herself , and influence d by th e person' s
mind, daytim e activities , an d body . I t wa s usuall y considered a  ba d sig n whe n
dreams wer e stimulate d by overeatin g an d drinkin g o r b y urge s of the flesh (the
usual explanatio n o f nocturna l pollution) . I n hi s Dialogues  (4 , 50) , writte n a t
the en d o f the sixt h century, Pope Gregor y th e Grea t proposed si x categories for
the classificatio n o f dreams, which are basically a reiteration of the traditiona l three
groups, double d b y combinin g th e thre e simpl e types with eac h other , t o for m
three mixe d group s (e.g. , reflection and revelation) . The growin g complexit y o f
the typolog y expresse s a heightened awarenes s of the difficult y i n ascertaining the
origin, an d thus the value , of dreams. Th e classificatio n o f Macrobius reemerge d
in th e twelft h centur y in a n anonymou s wor k title d Liber  d e spiritu e t anima,  it s
lasting success assured by fals e attributio n to Sain t Augustine. It was in fac t writte n
by a  Cistercian named Alche r d e Clairvaux , an d wa s a s much a n adaptatio n a s a
reiteration o f his model, usin g th e sam e word s but no t necessaril y with th e same
meaning. Fantasma,  fo r example , i s charge d wit h al l th e negativ e connotations
ascribed t o i t by Christian culture , relating it to the deceitfu l influenc e o f the devil .



The Liminalit y an d Centralit y o f Dreams in th e Medieva l Wes t 27 9

At th e sam e time , th e growin g diversit y o f categorie s o f analysis reveals a  desire
to achiev e a  greate r understandin g o f th e psychophysiologica l component s o f
dreams, a s attested als o by th e fifteent h chapte r o f John o f Salisbury' s Polycraticus.

In the twelfth century, dream s could be said to have "come true." They wer e
more accuratel y ascribe d t o th e personalit y o f th e individua l dreamer , an d t o
concrete existence , emotions , an d t o slee p in it s physica l reality , a t leas t a s far as
the influenc e of angels and demons wa s concerned. Th e cours e was set by monk s
such as Guibert d e Nogent, an d even a nun—the physicia n and visionary Hildegar d
of Bingen. Th e latte r als o spok e fro m persona l experience , bein g credite d wit h
three autobiographical works documenting he r visions (Liber Stivias,  Liber de operibus
divinis, Liber  vitae  meritorum),  whic h sh e wa s carefu l t o describ e a s neither dream s
(non i n somnis)—in which case they would have been suspec t as possible diabolica l
phantasmata—nor th e resul t o f madnes s (d e phrenesi) o r sensor y experienc e (nec
corporeis oculis  au t auribus  exterioris  hominis),  bu t rathe r wakefu l visions o f th e soul ,
of the "internal " eye s and ear s of the intellec t (vigilans,  drcumspidens  i n pura mente
oculis et auribus interioris  hominis).  This speaks of the endurin g suspicion of dreams —
gateway o f th e devil—an d o f th e mistrus t o f th e bod y an d th e senses . Fo r thi s
pioneer o f "female mysticism, " th e wakefu l visio  is the highes t for m o f revelation ,
even if—a s Hildegar d hersel f acknowledges—i t i s difficul t t o understan d wha t
constitutes a  wakeful vision an d wha t distinguishe s i t fro m a  hallucination (Quod
quo mode sit, carnali homini perquirere difficile est). 11 I n another of her works, the medica l
treatise Causae et curae, the same Hildegarde present s a veritable psychophysiology of
sleep. Dream s als o hav e thei r place , abov e al l i n connectio n wit h diabolica l
phantasmata and nocturnal pollution. Th e "treatment " i s based on the combinatio n
and opposition o f natural elements and bodily humors. Against diabolical phantasm -
ata, fo r example , Hildegar d recommend s girdin g th e patien t crosswis e wit h th e
skin o f an elk and of a roe while reciting word s o f exorcism t o repe l demons an d
strengthen th e patient's defenses . Observances and remedies continue d t o concer n
a world enchante d b y th e "pensee  sauvage"  o f a  symbolic an d altogethe r religiou s
approach t o reality . However , the works o f Hildegard an d other twelfth-centur y
authors demonstrate d a  growing concer n wit h th e mechanism s o f the bod y an d
the mind , fro m whic h th e rediscover y o f Aristotelia n scientifi c traditio n i n th e
following centur y woul d benefit , inte r alia , in it s copiou s treatise s on slee p (D e
somno) an d o n dream s (D e somniis). 13

The Rhetoric of Dreams

The corpu s o f drea m narrative s confirm s th e limina l characte r o f th e statu s of
dreams, bu t als o th e centralit y o f thei r function s i n th e medieva l West . I n th e
narratives (hagiography, chronicles, exempla,  vernacular literature, etc.), dreams are
referred t o eithe r a s somnia (fro m th e roo t somnus,  sleep ) o r usin g a paraphrase i n
which th e subjec t i s portrayed a s asleep at the tim e o f the oneiri c perception an d
awakening at the end of the dream. Dreams are thus well defined within the muc h
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greater provinc e o f th e visio,  o r visio  spiritalis  i n th e word s o f Sain t Augustine , as
the perception o f images, usually visual and auditory, but no t corporea l (i n contrast
to sensory perception). As we have already seen in the case of Hildegard o f Bingen,
dreams were considere d suspec t by the clerica l culture due to the elusiv e potentia l
artifices o f the devil .

Other type s o f "visions " a  prior i enjoye d a  more favorabl e judgment a t th e
hands of the clergy . This wa s the cas e regarding journeys o f the sou l to th e abov e
and beyon d wit h th e bod y aslee p o r i n a  catalepti c state . The traditio n o f thes e
long "voyage " narrative s was wel l establishe d from th e tim e o f Bede (vision s of
Fursy and of Drythelm) an d the grea t political visions of the Carolingia n er a (such
as th e vision s mentioned above : Vision  o f a  poor woman  o f Laon,  and th e visio n o f
the monk Wetti) , t o the burgeoning o f the genre i n the twelfth century, with th e
visions o f Tnugdal l an d th e peasan t Turckil l actuall y depictin g th e imaginar y
geography o f the abov e an d beyond . Th e allegorica l literature i n th e vernacula r
then seize d upon th e subjec t with Guillaum e d e Digulville' s Voyage  d e I'ame, the
Roman d e la Rose by Guillaum e d e Lorri s and Jean d e Meung , an d Dante' s Divine
Comedy. Thes e narrative s explicitly refer to a temporary dissociation, during sleep,
between th e inert body, which lies as if dead, and the roving soul , which discovers
invisible realm s an d being s befor e returnin g t o th e body . Th e Roman  d e la Rose
cautions against the foolish beliefs o f those who thin k th e soul capable of traveling
alone a t nigh t i n th e compan y o f mythica l figure s demonize d b y th e Churc h
(Dame Abonde , th e "bonnes  dames")  an d fear s tha t i t wil l b e unabl e t o fin d th e
opening o f the bod y upo n it s return:

C'est ainsi  qu e maintes  gens  dans  leur  folie croient  etre  de s estries  (d u latin  strigae : de s
sorderes) errant  la nuit avec  Dame Abonde; Us  racontent que les  troisiemes enfants  ont  cette

faculte d'y  aller  trots  fois dans  la  semaine; Us  sejettent dans  toutes  les  maisons, ne  redoulant
clefs ni  baneaux,  et  entrant  parfentes,  chatieres  et crevasses;  leurs  antes,  quittant  leur  corps,
vont avec  les  bonnes  dames  a  trovers  maisons  et  lieux  forains, et  Us  le prouvent en  disant
que les  etrangetes  auxquelles  ils ont  assiste  ne  leur  sont  pas  venues  dans  leurs  lits,  mais
que c e sont leurs  ame s qu i agissent  e t courent  ainsi  par l e monde.  E t il s font accroire  au x
gens que  si,  pendant  ce  voyage nocturne,  on  leur  retournait  le  corps,  I'ame  n'y  pourrait
rentier. Mais  c'est  la  une  horrible  folie et  une  chose  impossible,  car  le corps  humain  n'est
qu'un cadavre,  lorsqu'il  ne  porte plus  en  soi  son ame  .  .  . 15

This representation has been associated with the beliefs characteristic of shaman-
ism i n man y traditiona l cultures. 16 This i s consistent wit h th e etymolog y o f th e
French-word "reve,"  which evokes the concepts of bewilderment, madness , "takin g
leave o f one's senses. " The Ol d Frenc h desver,  probabl y fro m th e roo t *esver,  "t o
wander," signifie s losin g one' s sense s or being i n a  stat e o f delirium : i n dreams ,
the sou l leave s the bod y an d wanders . Medieva l Frenc h di d no t ye t posses s the
word "reve,"  onl y th e wor d "songe,"  deriving , a s in othe r Romanc e language s
(the Italia n sogno, for example) , from th e Lati n somnium. In medieva l French, the
common pla y o n word s "  songe / mensonge" (dream/lie ) demonstrates how greatl y
the suspicio n of falsehoo d weighe d upo n th e subjec t o f dreams , in accor d wit h
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the a  priori mistrus t characteristic of the scholarl y interpretation o f dreams. In th e
German "Traum"  o r English "dream," for example, th e Germani c languages have
preserved the ancien t roo t draugr,  whic h signifie s on e wh o i s dead an d returns t o
haunt th e living . Thi s etymolog y stresse s the stron g link between dream s and th e
world o f the dead . Onl y i n Frenc h ha s the evolutio n o f languag e produce d a
distinction betwee n th e terms "songe,"  whic h ha s become somewha t literary if not
altogether rare, and "reve," which came into common usage only in the seventeenth
century. The distinctio n bet-ween these two words was contemporaneous wit h th e
transformation i n scholarly representation of dreams due particularly to Descartes'
Treatise o n Man (1633) , whic h fo r th e firs t tim e describe d a physiology o f dream s
that reduce d the proces s o f dreams t o th e individua l an d th e brai n an d nervou s
system, wresting i t awa y from the ol d interpretativ e frame-wor k whic h lai d stock
in supernatural forces as well as in the collective an d ritual dimension of the oneiri c
experience.

The ne w explanatio n propose d b y Descarte s was not isolated . It belonged t o
a serie s of discoveries , mos t notabl y affectin g th e fiel d o f optics . Fo r Kepler , th e
explanation o f sigh t a s the reflectio n o f light b y th e retin a tende d t o ste m fro m
the ancient theories of extramission, whereby vision is the result of a force emanatin g
from th e eye that takes hold, externally , o f the form of objects and draws this form
into th e ey e s o tha t i t ca n b e perceived . I t i s thus th e aggregat e o f phenomen a
pertaining t o sensor y an d oneiri c visio n tha t gav e ris e t o a  ne w explanatory ,
physiological, an d individualistic paradigm . Paradoxically, the word "reve"  chose n
to mark thes e changes, returns to some exten t t o the traditiona l representations it
seemed to repudiate. It is the novelty of the word an d not its etymological meanin g
that reall y seem s to hav e marke d thi s grea t heuristi c change , -whic h i n du e tim e
paved th e wa y fo r th e Freudia n "revolution " i n Th e Interpretation  o f Dreams.

One resul t of these transformations is that we no longer group dreams, -which are
considered both norma l an d essential to psychological equilibrium, with "-wakefu l
visions," whic h w e ar e more likel y to place in the categor y of mental pathology,
delirium brought on by intoxication, illness or emotional strain , or even fabrication.
This wa s not th e cas e i n th e Middl e Ages . O n th e contrary , "wakefu l visions "
were reporte d i n grea t numbers an d wer e usuall y considered positively , a  sign o f
the moral worth o f those who enjoyed them, of their divine election and saintliness.
We hav e alread y described how Hildegar d o f Bingen insiste d that he r vision s be
recognized a s such and not a s dreams possibly inspired by the devi l or as the deliri a
of a  "franti c person. " I n man y cases , medieva l narrative s explicitl y referrin g to a
somnium specif y tha t i t wa s i n fac t a  visio  to certif y it s veracity. Th e Chronicl e o f
the Abbe y o f Waltham, fo r example , writte n i n th e secon d hal f o f th e twelft h
century by a  canon o f this abbey in southeas t England, begin s -with a n account o f
a wondrous dream dreamt by a blacksmith at the beginning of the previous century.
For three successiv e nights, the venerabl e figur e o f Chris t appeare d to hi m i n his
sleep an d ordere d him , i n a n increasingl y pressing fashion, t o g o fin d th e paris h
priest an d guid e hi m t o th e summi t o f a  mountain where the y woul d discover ,
buried i n th e earth , a marvelous cross. Th e abbe y itself was founded as a resul t o f
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this hol y "invention. " I t wa s therefore incumben t upo n th e chronicle r t o stress
the divin e natur e o f th e foundationa l drea m o f th e blacksmith . H e describe s in
detail ho w th e blacksmit h sank int o slee p afte r a  hard day' s work , an d althoug h
he call s the experienc e a  "dream," he quickl y allay s any doubt s the reade r migh t
have by stating more precisel y that the blacksmith' s dream wa s in fac t a  "vision":

One nigh t thi s smith I  have mentioned , thi s office r o f the church , lai d his limbs
down to sleep , exhauste d as usual by th e wor k o f his trade; o f course, th e mor e
relentless toi l shook hi s bones an d relaxe d al l his muscles, the mor e surel y did i t
induce a  deep, restfu l sleep . S o i t wa s tha t whe n h e wa s fas t aslee p he sa w in a
dream (i n truth i t wa s really a  vision) a  figure o f divine beaut y .  . .

This example , like man y others , show s how heedfu l w e mus t be o f the con -
straints o f the period , th e rhetori c o f dreams and visions , and throug h the m th e
structures o f belie f an d th e prevailin g criteri a o f verisimilitud e an d truth . Th e
wakeful daytim e vision , certifie d b y witnesse s judged trustworthy , mos t ofte n
members o f the clergy , seeme d t o enjo y a  level o f authenticit y no t accorde d t o
dreams. A visionary narrative one wished t o be irrefutabl e -woul d thus assume the
traditional rhetorical form of a wakeful vision. It generally took the form of a story
told to a third party, in the account of which the author—inevitably a cleric because
only they could -write—carefully unfolded the stages of the story's transmission, the
names of its witnesses and those through whom it passed, thus certifying the trut h
of th e story . O n th e othe r hand , whe n a n autho r tell s o f a  visio n h e himsel f
experienced an d which h e himsel f ca n certify , h e doe s no t hesitat e to refe r t o i t
as a dream, just as we migh t do, without fea r o f being suspected of fabrication. Th e
distinction mad e in the written documentation , base d upon which w e distinguish
between wakefu l an d oneiri c visions , does not depen d o n th e eventua l objective
reality o f thes e experiences (a t least not exclusively) , bu t rathe r o n th e narrativ e
rules o f th e genr e an d th e belie f syste m of th e period . Autobiographica l dream s
are thus the opposit e o f reported visions.

This distinctio n i s clear-cut , a t leas t i n th e larg e corpu s o f medieval account s
of ghostl y apparition s tha t I  hav e studied . Authenticatio n b y th e Churc h wa s
essential for the transmissio n of these accounts , and provided a  format tha t served
as a  sor t o f imprimatur . Th e Liber  exemplomm,  a n Englis h Francisca n miscellany
from th e earl y thirteenth century , tells , for example , o f a  ghost tha t appeared in a
dream to a  layman o f Ulster. A  Franciscan monk by the nam e o f Dunekan hear d
the stor y and recite d i t t o Friar  Robert o f Dodington, wh o use d i t i n a  sermon,
whence i t reached th e ear s o f the unname d author . Th e pat h o f transmission is
described i n detai l because it serve s as confirmation o f the conten t o f the dream ,
and there is no reason to doubt that the story was believed by those who transmitte d
it—the monks in this case—and by the laymen who hear d this exemplum supporte d
by th e aur a o f monasti c authorit y i n th e contex t o f a  sermon. Remembe r tha t
dreams ha d n o socia l existenc e excep t a s narratives , relevan t no t onl y t o th e
individual bu t als o t o th e socia l grou p tha t recounted , transmitted, an d adapted
them t o it s values an d th e framewor k o f it s beliefs .
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The Sel f and the Dream

In certain cases, admittedly less numerous, i t is the dreamer who pu t his or her ow n
dream in writing and certified its veracity with personal auctoritas. Autobiographical
dream narratives began to increase in number in the eleventh an d twelfth centuries,
when th e traditio n o f oneiric narrative s encountered anothe r basi c cultural trend
of the period , on e more aptl y described as the deepenin g o f Christian subjectivity
than as the discover y of the individual . The monasti c and clerica l culture took u p
the thread , almost completely los t since Saint Augustine's Confessions,  o f Christian
autobiography, o r mor e specifically , autobiographie s o f conversion . Th e threa d
was not entirel y broken durin g this period. Th e Carolingia n Liber  revelationum, for
example, compile d (c . 840) and revise d (854) by Archbishop Audrade de Sens , is
an exceptio n t o the rule . The originalit y o f this work might be explaine d b y th e
polemic circumstance s in whic h th e autho r foun d himself . Aske d t o justif y hi s
own orthodoxy befor e Pope Leo IV, he submitted to the pontiffhis writte n work ,
including a collection o f revelations he had experienced. The first of these, entitled
oraculum divinum,  concern s th e appearanc e of th e ghos t o f Sain t Peter, a  suitable
figure t o mak e peac e between th e archbisho p an d th e successo r to Peter' s ow n
See! I n chapte r 8 , th e visio n o f th e celestia l tribunal clearly defines th e limit s o f
the Christian "ego " stil l existing during this period. Audrade also saw the emperor ,
Louis th e Pious , le d before God, t o who m h e explaine d tha t h e ha d chose n his
son Charle s the Bald as his successor, and not Lothair , who ha d shown himsel f to
be unworthy . Go d the n brough t Lothai r befor e hi m an d informed hi m tha t h e
had been depose d because of his presumption i n sayin g "Ego sum," "I am." 22

In th e twelft h century , such assertions were n o longe r sanctione d b y Go d o r
by humans, whereas dreams, the medium o f immediate perception o f divine will ,
had become th e privileged instrument of personal conversion, whether "external "
or "internal " (lik e that o f Guiber t d e Nogent , whos e pat h a s a young oblat e t o
finally assumin g the monasti c habi t wa s marke d b y numerou s autobiographica l
dreams, a s he recounte d towar d th e en d o f his life [c . 1115] , in hi s De vita  sua). 23

Even earlier , the mon k Otlo h d e Sain t Emmera n (die d c . 1070 ) wrot e a  Liber
visionum, comprisin g twenty-thre e visions . With th e exceptio n o f th e firs t four ,
all the visions are wakeful, and reported i n the third person. The first four visions,
on the other hand, are personal dreams recounted by Otloh from memory, althoug h
they dat e bac k many years . Each , however , marke d a n importan t turnin g point
in th e lif e o f th e youn g monk : hi s conversio n i n earl y youth , a  conflic t wit h
Church authoritie s who forced him into exile at one point, and finally a nightmare,
at a time when he was ill and in a dispute with his abbot. The dreams , at least those
he recalled toward the end of his life in the then-novel pursuit of autobiography, are
those tha t mos t powerfull y touche d hi s existence, his self-image, an d hi s destiny.
They were plainly interpreted a  posteriori a s signs of things to come, in accordance
with divin e plan .

This is no les s true of dreams pertaining to "external " conversion , suc h as that
experienced a t the ag e of twenty by th e Jew, Herman n o f Cologne , th e writte n
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account o f which—th e Opusculum  d e conversions sua —appeared, perhaps posthu -
mously, i n autobiographica l form 24 Thi s pamphle t begin s wit h a n accoun t o f a
dream the young Jew had in his thirteenth year . He dream t tha t he was showered
with gift s b y th e empero r an d invite d t o din e a t hi s table . Th e chil d di d no t
understand the meanin g o f his dream an d was not satisfie d with the interpretatio n
offered b y a n old sage of the loca l Jewish community . O n business—collectin g a
loan—seven years later, he was given th e opportunit y t o approac h th e Bisho p o f
Munster an d othe r clergymen , throug h who m h e discovere d th e Christia n fait h
and it s cult, includin g th e worshi p o f images, which shocke d hi m greatl y at first.
Following tw o furthe r vision s he was finally baptized , entered the Premonstraten -
sian order, and became a priest. The final chapter of the pamphlet offers , a  posteriori,
an obviousl y Christa n interpretatio n o f th e initia l childhoo d dream , o f whic h
Hermann, b y tha t tim e a  Christian an d a  priest, was himself capable . The drea m
was said to hav e symbolically announced hi s conversion t o Christianit y a s well as
his callin g to th e priesthood , wit h th e figure o f the empero r representin g that o f
God an d th e repas t in th e imperia l palace symbolizing th e alta r o f the Eucharist .
It matters little here that this text, addressed to canons and nuns of the Premonstra -
tensian orde r i n Westphalia , i s written entirel y fro m a  Christian , ecclesiastical,
and mor e precisel y canonical perspective. Ha d Herman n neve r existed , i t would
be n o les s importan t t o not e th e autobiographica l form , stil l quit e ne w a t th e
time, o f thi s narrative , an d th e ver y specifi c rol e playe d b y th e drea m an d it s
autointerpretation, embodyin g th e histor y of conversion .

This same period, the twelfth to thirteenth centuries , also saw the developmen t
of allegorica l literature in Lati n (Alai n d e Lille ) an d i n th e vernacula r (Roman  d e
la Rose),  goin g bac k t o work s o f lat e antiquit y (Macrobius , Martianus Capella )
proposing origina l thinking o n feelings , emotions , passions , and th e provinc e o f
the huma n soul , a s wel l a s o n th e spiritual , social , an d politica l conditio n o f
humanity ove r time . W e mus t note , however , tha t al l areas o f cultura l life , an d
all modes of symbolic expression , do not necessarily evolve at the same pace within
a society . While mora l theolog y an d text s i n th e vernacula r concerning dream s
deepened wha t migh t b e calle d "literar y subjectivity," 26 the figurativ e arts main-
tained the  traditiona l image s of  dream s throughou t the  Middl e Ages . Thi s was
characterized by the juxtaposition o f a sleeping figure, head resting on folded arm,
eyes generall y closed , with th e objec t o f the dream , Jacob's ladder , fo r example ,
to mention on e of the more common images.27 While autobiographical narratives
of dreams existed at the time, particularly from the twelfth century on, ther e were
no autobiographical representations of dreams in other ar t forms unti l the sixteenth
century (Albrech t Durer).28 This i s easily understood i f we conside r the differenc e
in th e socia l statu s o f th e work s themselve s (th e relativ e novelt y o f painting ,
compared wit h th e antiquit y an d venerabilit y o f th e writte n wor d i n Churc h
tradition) a s well a s that o f the me n -wh o created them (painter s and sculptor s in
this perio d had just won thei r place in th e socia l hierarchy) .

It is thus, above all, in literature , both ecclesiastica l and profane , tha t the figur e
of the dream, treated as the oneiric casting of an individual, occupied an increasingly
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central place—a s when th e Roman  d e l a Rose  appeare d a s a  uniqu e first-perso n
dream narrative:

A la  vingtieme annee  de  mon age,  a cette  epoque  ou  I'amour  reclame  son tribut  des  jeunes
gens, je m'etais  couche  une nuit  comme  a l'accoutumee , e t je dormais  profondement, lorsque
je fis un  songe  tres  beau  et  qui  me  plut fort, mats  dans  ce  songe, il  n'y  eut  rien que  les
fails n'aient  confirme  point  par point. Je veux  vous  le  raconter  pour vous  rejouir  le  coeur:
c'est Amour  qui  m'en  prie et  me  I'ordonne  .  .  . 29

Dreams were , then , clearl y perceived a s one o f th e grea t means  o f defining
and deepenin g a n individual' s understanding ; but , unti l th e adven t o f profan e
literature, this understanding was inconceivable except in the context of the individ-
ual's relatio n t o it s source: God . Thi s Christia n "subject" , wh o woul d otherwis e
have discovered his ego in spiritual exercises of penitent introspection, here experi -
ences i t i n rememberin g an d reflectin g upon hi s ow n dreams , interpretin g th e
signs God has addressed to him personally in orde r t o inform him o f the meanin g
of his destiny, within th e privat e circle of his soul's awakening , whe n hi s body is
asleep and , a s it were , abandoned .

Notes

1. Aug e 1997 : 48, note s tha t dreams  creat e "problemati c relationship s within them -
selves" on three levels: dreamer and dream narrator ; listener and the interpreter fro m who m
the narrative is heard; and the "subject " o f the dream, wh o migh t be the dreamer (reflexiv e
dream), o r someon e els e (a n ancestor , God , a love d one , etc.). Th e identit y o f thi s las t
figure however , i s anything bu t clear : I  drea m o f myself , bu t i s i t reall y me? I  drea m o f
another, bu t i s it reall y him ?

2. L e Goff 1985: 171-218; reprin t 1985 : 265-316.
3. Onnerfors : 32-57 ; Porste r 1908 , 1910, 1911, 191 6 (publication o f many o f these

small works , i n Ol d Englis h o r i n Latin) ; Collet-Rosset 1963: 111-198.
4. Dutto n 1994 : 23.
5. Ibid. : 63 .
6. Frenc h translatio n an d commentar y b y Lauwer s 1995 : 279—317.
7. Guiber t d e Nogent 1981: 168-169, ed. Labande .
8. Kruge r 1992 : 21.
9. L e Gof f 1985 : 190 e t seq.

10. Ibid. : 209.
11. Hildegar d o f Bingen 1978 , Liber Scivias,  ed . Fiirkotter , Turnholt , Brepols .
12. Hildegar d o f Bingen 1903 , Causae  e t curae, ed . Kaiser .
13. L e Goff 1977 : 299-306 (305) .
14. Dinzelbache r 1981 ; Carozzi 1994.
15. Guillaum e d e Lorri s and Jean d e Meun g 1984 : 310, Le Roman d e la rose.
16. Ginzbur g 1989.
17. Kelchne r 1935: 66-72; se e chapte r 11 of thi s volume.
18. Fabr e 1996 : 69-82.
19. Th e Waltham  (Chronicle,  A n Account  o f th e discovery  o f ou r holy  cross  a t Montacute  an d
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its conveyance  to Waltham,  ed . an d transl . Watkis s an d Chibnal l 1994 : 2—3 : "Denique faber
predictus, ille  officialis  ecclesie,  cum  node  quadam  membra  sopori  composuisset,  fessus opere  fabrili ut
assolet, qui  scilicet  labor  indefessus  quanta  magis  ossa  concutit,  et  omnia  membrorum  liniamenta
dissoluit, tanto  vehementiorem  sompni  profundioris  quietem  incutit.  Sompno  itaque  fatear set  per
visionem, venerandi  decoris  effigiem  . . . "

20. Schmit t 1994 .
21. Ibid. : 160 .
22. Audradus , Liber  revelationum,  ed . Migne: vol . 11 5 col. 23-30; Button 1994 : 12 8 et

seq. Not e on p . 13 7 how Audradu s almost completely avoid s the usua l languag e of dreams
and visions , since hi s revelations belon g t o th e mos t direc t for m o f communication , tha t
of prophecy .

23. Schmit t 1985 : 291-316 .
24. Herman n o f Cologn e 1963 , Hermanns  quondam  Judaeus.  Opusculum  d e conversione

sua, ed . Niemeyer .
25. Schmit t 1995 : vol . 2 , 438-452.
26. Zin k 1985 .
27. Parvacin i Baglian i an d Stabil e (eds. ) 1989 ; o n Jacob's ladde r se e Heck 1997 .
28. Schmit t 1997 : vol . 1 , 3-36 (p . 33 and fig . 10 , Diirer's Nightmare) .
29. Guillaum e d e Lorri s and Jean d e Meun g 1984 : 20 , L e Roman  d e la rose.
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Engendering Dream s

The Dream s of Adam an d Eve
in Milton' s Paradise  Lost

Aleida Assman n

Introduction: Dream an d Transcendenc e

In a n aphoris m title d "th e erro r o f dreams " ("Missverstandni s de s Traumes") ,
Nietzsche wrote: "I n dreaming , peopl e o f a primordial an d primitive civilization
believed the y encountere d anothe r reality ; thi s i s th e origi n o f al l metaphysics.
Without th e evidence of dreams, human beings would no t have been led to divid e
the world into two differen t realms. " Nietzsche , who passionately opposed a  two-
worlds theory , identifies dreaming as the sourc e o f this heresy. In dreams , human
beings could come to learn about " a second reality" tha t significantly differed fro m
the "firs t reality " o f everyday experience. Fo r Nietzsche, the world o f every-nigh t
experience that transcends, subverts, and perverts the rules accepted in the wakin g
world nourishe s the metaphysica l fallacy. T o associat e dreams with metaphysic s is
an interestin g bu t surprisin g move . I n th e wak e o f Aristotle , metaphysic s wa s
supposed to deal with a stable world o f order unaffected by contingency. Certainty ,
regularity, an d expectabilit y were considere d qualitie s o f the worl d beyond thi s
world, cleared of the erratic fits of hazard, mutability, and corruptibility, concentrat -
ing o n "wha t i s valid a t al l times o r a t least at most times. "

In hi s aphorism , Nietzsch e i s interested i n th e concep t o f metaphysic s onl y
from a  structura l poin t o f view; fo r him, th e splittin g up o f on e worl d int o tw o
is more important than any features that might be ascribed to the other world. Ther e
is no reason why Aristotle' s qualification o f this  world as a world of contingency and
that worl d a s a world o f orde r coul d not als o b e reversed . Thi s i s apparently the

288
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case i n triba l societies . Th e ethnologis t Klau s Muller , wh o compare d dominan t
traits i n th e worldview s o f such societies , ha s found a  similar separatio n int o tw o
worlds. H e refer s t o the m a s "world " an d "antiworld " o r "endosphere " an d
"exosphere." I n exac t reversal of the Aristotelean pattern , th e socia l life-world o r
ethnic endospher e i s defined as an "ordered system with clea r cu t boundarie s an d
reliable regularity. " Disorde r an d th e sudde n rupture s b y th e unexpecte d ar e
ascribed to th e exospher e i n which th e endospher e i s embedded. Mulle r describe s
the exospher e a s an "inverte d reflection o f this world":

As seen from th e obliqu e terrestria n point o f view, thi s i s the real m of absolute
anomalies. According to traditiona l belief, both worlds, however, do not exis t in
clear separatio n from on e anothe r bu t interpenetrat e each other in man y ways .
Together, the y form a complementary whole; one would be unthinkable without
the other.

While th e Aristotelia n mode l o f metaphysic s tende d t o kee p th e tw o world s
in spendi d isolatio n fro m on e another , the y ar e see n i n mutua l interactio n an d
interdependence i n th e fol k metaphysic s o f tribal communities . Thi s interactio n
is achieve d throug h channel s tha t regulat e th e transfe r of information . Th e flo w
of information betwee n th e tw o world s i s possible where the inne r wall s dividin g
the dua l cosmo s ar e thinne r tha n i n othe r places . A t suc h places , "hole s appear ,
. .  . through whic h spiritua l power s ma y easily , a s it were, ente r an d disappear ; i t
is in such places that occult phenomena an d portents occur with significantly higher
frequency."

This brings us back to our topic, dreams and dreaming in their cultural environ-
ments. Dream s i n suc h societie s becom e prominen t door s betwee n endo - and
exosphere, point s o f contact between the two world s throug h which informatio n
may freely circulate , while dreaming  become s a cultural technique in which bodily
perception i s blocked and spiritual perception activated . In this process, the mobil e
soul (Freiseele)  leave s the body without altogether separatin g from it. This link with
the bod y is  responsible for  the  fac t tha t clarit y of  vision is  not to  be  achieve d by
human beings . Th e visio n o f dreams remain s restricte d by terrestria l bonds . Th e
dreamer movin g in interspace coul d obtain , a t best, a  distorted perceptio n o f the
other world : "Using a metaphor, on e migh t say that the impulses or 'impressions '
from ove r ther e wer e transforme d when hittin g th e real m o f thi s world, whic h
explains wh y the image s appeare d 'blurred.'"5

Nietzsche's surprisingly scarce and unfavorable remarks on dreams and dreaming
reflect th e value s o f a  culture that ha s opted fo r rationa l evolutio n an d discarde d
dreams as irrelevant, misleading , an d eve n dangerous . Dreaming , fo r Nietzsche , i s
a relapse into a primitive state : "To b e sure, in sleeping and dreaming we re-enac t
the earlies t stag e i n th e histor y o f mankind." Fo r him , th e logi c o f dream s was
the sam e as that of primitive people . Instea d of inferring from caus e to effect , thi s
logic worke d backward , inferrin g fro m effec t t o cause . Ou r habitua l relaps e i n
dreams ca n remin d u s no t onl y o f th e lon g an d arduou s pat h o f acut e logica l
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thinking bu t als o o f its precarious instability. Whe n th e contex t o f his discussion
of dreams is not epistemolog y an d cognition bu t th e history of religions, however ,
Nietzsche cast s hi s reflection s in a  slightly mor e nostalgi c light . I n a  rationalistic
culture tha t ha s discarde d th e visio n o f dreams , qualifyin g the m a s a  regressiv e
phenomenon, somethin g is felt t o be missing. The proges s in rationality necessarily
involved a  disenchantment of the world :

In that the ancient s believed in their dreams, their waking life wa s illumined with
another glow. .  . . Another light was shed o n everyda y experience s which coul d
reveal the way s of a god; the sam e holds true for all decisions and resolutions for
the far future: there was the oracle and there were the hidden hints to be deciphered
by divination . "Truth" was seen in a  different ligh t as long as the madma n coul d
qualify a s its mouthpiece—which i s something tha t make s u s shudder o r laugh .

The "othe r world" as constructed by Western metaphysic s is not th e opposit e
but the ape x of rationalism. Symptomatic a s it may be of the unconscious anxieties
and desires of the metaphysicians , it provides no link to dreams. It has cut its bonds
with dreams , rendering the m insignifican t and relegating the m t o th e margin s o f
culture. The metaphysic s of tribal societies, on th e othe r hand, a s they ar e recon-
structed i n ethnographi c description , ar e immediatel y relate d t o dreaming , an d
therefore presen t a  mor e appropriat e cas e fo r Nietzsche' s aphorism . Fro m thi s
ethnographic description , w e ma y extrac t three point s o f interest for ou r furthe r
investigation o f dream s in culture . Dream s ar e deeme d relevan t i n culture s that
are buil t o n th e followin g hypotheses:

1. A  dua l cosmolog y ( a two-world model ) i s taken for granted .
2. Dream s creat e an important transitiona l passage between thes e two worlds .
3. Th e image s o f dream s ar e acknowledge d a s signs encoding message s fro m

another world; thes e signs, however, ar e received in a  blurred form and call
for a n ar t o f decoding .

In myth s al l over th e world , th e splittin g up o f the worl d int o tw o world s is
generally considere d t o b e a  consequenc e o f som e kin d o f fall . God s an d me n
lived happil y togethe r befor e a  fata l rif t occurred , separatin g their realms . Eithe r
the gods withdrew from direct commerce and interaction with men , leavin g the m
in a  dismal place devoid o f their presence , o r huma n being s wer e expelled fro m
the sit e o f a happy communit y int o a  land o f toil , pain , an d death . The visio n o f
the worl d a s a  homogenou s unit y precede s th e statu s qu o o f a  dua l cosmos . I f
these assumptions are correct, paradise would no t b e a fit place for dreams, because
here estrangement or distance have not yet been experienced . I n paradise—a worl d
of perfect presence and direct communion with the gods—dreams are not necessary
as a  projection of desire o r a  vehicl e o f communication . Prior t o th e experienc e
of death, the ver y prototyp e of alterity, a  counterworld of inverse order could no t
have bee n imagined . And prio r to th e experienc e of lack an d absenc e there was
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no stimulu s fo r dream s an d thei r compelling  an d infinitel y productiv e flo w o f
images.

In othe r "words : ther e wer e n o dream s i n paradise . The biblica l accoun t o f
Genesis refer s t o th e slee p o f Adam whil e hi s rib wa s removed , bu t i t doe s no t
mention an y dreams of the first human couple . When in the seventeenth century
John Milton compose d hi s version of the fal l in an ambitious biblical epic, he took
the poetic liberty t o include tw o dream s into the prelapsarian account of Eve and
Adam i n paradise . To inven t th e firs t dream s of humankind, an d to inven t the m
in a  gendered way , i s surely a  remarkable project . I n th e followin g I  shal l argue
that Milton's dream s of Adam and Eve are touchstones of his gendered anthropol -
ogy. Their significance , in other words, by far surpasses their narrative convenience
or dramati c effect s an d deserve s careful attention .

Eve's Drea m

Eve, as we learn from Milton, ha d been habituall y dreaming i n paradise, but thes e
dreams wer e considere d unremarkable . The y wer e concerne d wit h thre e topic s
in particular—firs t of al l with he r sol e companion , Adam , a s well a s with event s
of th e pas t an d anticipation s of th e future . Bu t thi s wa s a  world o f uneventful
regularity, in which th e experience o f time did not yet exist in the sense of severing
the presen t from an irrevocable past, or fro m the ope n possibilitie s of the future .
Under suc h cirumstance s it i s not eas y t o se e how memor y o r significanc e ma y
be developed . Milto n bypasse s these unremarkable dreams to highligh t Eve' s on e
and onl y remarkabl e dream . Befor e we hea r anythin g abou t th e conten t o f this
dream, we are informed about its circumstances. And thes e circumstances are truly
alarming. Withou t grea t effort , Sata n had manage d t o overcom e th e protectin g
walls o f paradise. It was beyond th e power o f the patrollin g angels to prevent thi s
event, as it is beyond thei r power t o protect the slee p of Eve in her bower. Befor e
Milton's Sata n eventually attack s Ev e unde r th e tre e o f knowledge, whic h lead s
to th e Fall , h e attack s he r i n a  drea m vision . Milto n use s hi s poeti c licens e t o
double Satan' s temptation, dramatizin g it i n tw o steps , the firs t directed a t Eve' s
imagination i n th e shap e of a toad, th e secon d directe d a t her reaso n in the shape
of a snake. The competenc e o f the guardia n angel s on dut y i s severely restricted;
all they ar e abl e t o d o i s to discove r an d expe l th e fien d afte r h e ha s performed
his task:

Him ther e the y found
Squat like a  toad, clos e a t th e ea r o f Eve,
Assaying by hi s develish ar t t o reac h
The organ s of her fancy , an d with the m forg e
Illusions a s he list , phantasm s an d dreams ;
Or if , inspiring venom, h e migh t taint
Th'animals spirits , tha t from pur e blood aris e
Like gentl e breaths from river s pure , thence rais e
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At leas t distempered, disconnecte d thoughts ,
Vain hopes , vai n aims , inordinate desires ,
Blown u p wit h hig h conceit s engendering pride .

Demonic Dreams  and  Puritan Ethic

Milton's epi c narrativ e construct s a direc t tempora l an d causa l lin k betwee n th e
intrusion o f Satan into th e garde n o f paradise and Eve' s dream . Thi s mean s tha t
the drea m ha s an externa l source ; it i s inspired b y a  demon wh o trie s to corrup t
the min d o f th e dreamer . Th e seemingl y medieva l o r folkloristi c notio n o f th e
demonic dream was revived by writers o f the sixteent h and seventeenth centurie s
within th e fram e o f Puritan ethics . T o illustrat e the importanc e o f thi s motif , I
want t o refe r t o anothe r demoni c drea m o n whic h Milto n coul d hav e draw n as
a possibl e sourc e fo r Eve' s dream . Spenser' s nationa l an d mora l epi c Th e Fame
Queene (1589 ) i s designed t o fashio n th e Purita n prince , dramatizin g th e virtue s
and vices of the Christia n soldier . I n thi s psychomachi a inspired b y a  Manichea n
anthropology, humankin d i s represente d b y a  mal e prototyp e depicte d a s th e
battleground of rather gender-specific vices and virtues. As the human constitutio n
is considered to b e frai l an d radicall y deficient, a fierce armor o f virtues is needed
to fen d of f lurking temptations . Ther e ar e two breache s in th e huma n frame , i n
particular, through which the fiend was considered to launch his continuous attacks:
the sense s and th e imagination .

The imaginatio n wa s considered a  highly problemati c faculty . Wit h fe w bu t
significant exceptions , thi s feature o f the anthropologica l constitutio n -wa s treated
by medieva l philosopher s wit h utmos t suspicion . Th e image-producin g facult y
of the imaginatio n wa s discussed in term s o f idols and simulacra , doubling realit y
with appearances and thereby polluting the sense of plain truth. It is easy to see how
this polemical discourse could be revived under the circumstances of Puritanism and
welded int o a  "weapon for Purita n politics . I n Spenser' s epic, Sata n appears in th e
shape o f a  figure called Archimago, wh o hide s unde r th e mas k o f a  pious monk
and hermit . Thi s deceitfu l villai n offer s shelte r t o th e knigh t an d a  lady i n whos e
company and  on  whos e behal f the  forme r is  performing his  errand . As  soo n as
they have fallen asleep, the pious monk assume s the shape of a magician, conversin g
with spirit s and th e demon s o f the night . Ou t o f a  host o f spirit s "he chos e ou t
two, th e falses t two , /  An d fittest for to forge true-seeming lyes. " On e o f the m
he send s a s a messenger t o th e cav e o f Morpheus , whic h i s situated in th e dar k
depth o f the earth , commandin g hi m t o retur n thenc e wit h " a fi t fals e dreame ,
that ca n delud e th e sleeper s sent [=sense]." 12 Th e messenge r issue s with th e fals e
dream throug h th e ivor y doo r an d return s to hi s master who, i n th e meantime ,
has fashioned the other spiri t into the alluring shape of the lady. In sinister coopera-
tion, the drea m and the fals e spiri t try t o delud e th e fanc y o f the sleepin g knight .
The dream , which i s presented as a spiri t in huma n shape , i s sent t o oppres s th e
sleep o f the knight :
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Now whe n tha t ydle dream e was to hi m brought
Vnto tha t Elfi n knigh t he ba d him fly,
Where he slep t soundl y void o f euil l thought
And wit h fals e shewe s abus e hi s fantas y .  . .
The on e vpon hi s hardy hea d him plast ,
And mad e him dream e o f loues an d lustful l pla y
That nig h hi s manly har t di d melt away ,
Bathed in  wanto n bli s and  wicke d joy (I,  1,  46—47)

Awaking i n hi s dream , h e canno t brea k th e magi c spel l o f Archimag o bu t i s
confronted wit h another simulacrum—th e fals e spiri t in the shape of his lady. Bu t
in spit e o f their concerte d effort s an d th e possibl e effec t o f a wet dream , the y fai l
to conque r th e mind of the exposed knight. Th e enrage d Archimago, wh o ha s to
consult hi s magic book s onc e more , no w use s th e tw o fals e spirit s to presen t t o
the sleeping knight th e spectacle of his lady engaged in amorous play with another
squire. Jealousy achieve s what lus t coul d no t do : i t prompt s th e knigh t t o leav e
abruptly earl y the nex t morning , thu s abandonin g th e lad y and , i n separatin g his
path fro m hers , exposin g her t o danger  an d distress.

Milton wa s acquainte d wit h thi s episod e o f a  fals e drea m induce d b y Satan.
Although i n hi s ow n versio n o f Eve' s demoni c drea m h e deviate d fro m th e
more obviou s intertext s of Ovid, Chaucer , an d Spenser , h e dre w o n Spense r i n
elaborating th e assaul t o n th e sou l vi a fantas y an d i n th e figur e o f th e devi l a s
Archimago o r chie f dissemble r an d deale r in huma n an d anima l shapes:

For by hi s mightie scienc e h e coul d take
As many forme s an d shape s i n seemin g wise,
As eue r Proteus to himself e coul d make (I , 2, 10 )

In Spense r a s i n Milton , fantas y i s closel y linke d wit h dissimulation , th e firs t
principle of dramatic irony and strategic guile, and is highly suspect in Puritan ethics.
Puritan thinkers, favoring unity, detest duplicity, dissembling an d dissimulation. As
the comple x ar t o f self-fashioning is incompatible wit h sincerit y an d plai n truth ,
so image s ar e highl y suspec t that ten d t o doubl e an d obscur e trut h rathe r tha n
reveal it . While Catholi c writer s o f the sixteent h an d seventeenth centurie s such
as Castiglione an d Gracia n developed a  positive code of indirection an d dissimula -
tion, th e Puritans committed themselve s to unambiguous truth . I n doing so, they
became particularl y vulnerable t o th e effect s o f a n ar t the y abhorred . I n Paradise
Lost, ther e i s a  brie f episod e i n whic h Sata n in th e shap e o f a n ange l converse s
with anothe r one , afte r whic h th e epi c narrato r inserts the followin g passag e o n
hypocrisy:

So spak e th e fals e dissemble r unperceived ;
For neithe r ma n no r ange l ca n discern
Hypocrisy—the onl y evi l tha t walk s
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Invisible, excep t t o Go d alone ,
By hi s permissive will, throug h Heave n an d Earth;
And oft , though Wisdo m wake , Suspicio n sleeps
At Wisdon' s gate , and to Simplicit y
Resigns he r charge , while Goodnes s think s n o ill
Where il l seems. (Ill , 681-689)

Eve's Dream  Narrative

When the angeli c guard finally discovers Satan, "Squat like a toad, close at the ea r
of Eve" (IV , 800), his mission has been successfull y completed . The nex t morning,
Adam discover s unusual features i n hi s mate:

His wonder wa s to fin d unwakene d Eve ,
With tresse s discomposed , an d glowin g cheek ,
As throug h unquie t rest . (V , 8-10 )

Temperance, th e balance d harmon y o f bod y an d soul , ha s been violated . Th e
unprecedented singularit y of this night i s stressed by Ev e afte r he r awakening . I n
creating thi s drea m episode , Milton ha s doubled th e Fall . It s first stage occurs a t
midnight, affectin g he r wit h th e experien c o f a  prima nox.  For th e firs t time , sh e
has dream t o f offense an d trouble which , a s she claims, "my min d /  Kne w neve r
till this irksome night" (V, 54-55). The dream , which echoes parts of her evening' s
conversation with Adam, breaks up thei r bodily and mental alliance , revealing her
hidden desire s fo r sovereignty , an d thu s foreshadow s the centra l motiv e o f th e
Fall. Satan , who ha s projected himsel f int o he r dream , play s th e registe r o f he r
unacknowledged narcissisti c desire. She i s tempted wit h idolatry , an d sh e hersel f
is t o b e th e idol , th e cente r an d cor e o f creation . Instea d of being th e helpmat e
and submissive partner of man, she is lured with the promise of becomin g the pagan
goddess of creation. Immediately afte r he r creation , she had already experienced a
first fi t o f thi s heres y when , upo n seein g he r imag e reflecte d i n th e water , sh e
considered herself to be superior to man, choosing her independence. When tasting
the frui t tha t sh e i s offered i n he r dream , she experience s a n ascension , an elate d
state tinged  wit h eroti c an d mysti c flavor . A s i n th e cas e o f th e Fal l itself , th e
experience o f transcendence is followed by a  fi t of depression.

Adam as  Eve's Analyst

Milton doe s not onl y giv e u s Eve's dream, h e als o gives us an analysi s of it. This ,
however, i s not th e evaluation of a psychoanalyst but th e rather tedious instruction
of a Renaissance medica l doctor . Ada m doe s not interpre t th e dream—thi s tas k
is lef t t o th e reader ; rather, h e explain s it away . I n th e ton e o f hi s complacent
superiority in matter s of science, he trie s to accoun t for an experience that clearly
surpasses th e limit s o f hi s knowledge. His instructio n is permeated with personal
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reflections an d questions , showing tha t in spit e of his ostentatious knowledge, h e
is really a t hi s wit's end :

. .  . nor ca n I  lik e
This uncout h dream—o f evi l sprung , I  fear ;
Yet evi l whence? (V , 97-99)

Unde malum?  Milton trace s evil back to Satan, and in conformity with medieval
and Renaissance anthropology, h e define s imaginatio n a s the gat e through whic h
evil enter s into th e huma n mind . I n a  section o n th e inne r sense s in hi s Anatomy
of Melancholy,  Rober t Burton expounde d th e receive d knowledge o f the tim e o n
the topi c fro m a  medical point o f view:

Inner sense s are three i n number, s o called because they be within th e brain-pan ,
as commo n sense , phantasy, memory. Thei r object s are not onl y thing s present ,
but the y perceiv e th e sensibl e specie s o f thing s t o come , past , absent , suc h as
were before the sense . This common sense is the judge or moderator o f the rest,
by who m w e discer n al l differences o f objects ; for by min e ey e I  do no t kno w
what I  see, or by mine ea r that I  hear , bu t b y my commo n sense , who judgeth
of sounds an d colours . .  . .

Phantasy, or imagination .. . i s an inner sense which dot h mor e full y examin e
the specie s perceived b y commo n sense , o f thing s presen t o r absent , an d keep s
them longer , recallin g them t o min d again , o r making ne w o f his own. In tim e
of slee p thi s facult y i s free , an d man y time s conceive s strange , stupend , absur d
shapes, as in sick men we commonly observe . .  . . In poets and painters imaginatio n
forcibly works , a s appears by their severa l fictions , antics , images: as Ovid's hous e
of sleep , Psyche's palac e in Apuleius , etc . In ma n i t i s subject an d governe d b y
reason, or at least should be ; but i n brutes it hath no superior , an d is ratio brutorum,
all the reaso n the y have . .  . .

Sleep i s a rest o r bindin g o f th e outwar d senses , an d o f th e commo n sense ,
for th e preservatio n o f body an d sou l .  . . ;  for when th e commo n sens e resteth,
the outwar d sense s res t also . Th e phantas y alone i s free , an d hi s commander ,
reason: a s appears by those imaginar y dreams, which ar e of divers kinds , natural ,
divine, demoniacal , etc. , which var y according to humours, diet , actions , objects,
etc.14

What Burto n unfold s i n digressiv e scientific discourse , Milton condense d in epic
pentameters some fort y year s later:

But kno w tha t i n th e sou l
Are man y lesse r faculties , tha t serve
Reason a s chief. Among thes e Fanc y nex t
Her offic e holds ; o f al l external thing s
Which th e five watchful senses represent ,
She form s imaginations , aery shapes ,
Which Reason , joining or disjoining , frames
All what w e affir m o r wha t deny , and cal l
Our knowledg e o r opinion ; the n retire s
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Into he r private cell when Natur e rests.
Oft, i n he r absence , mimi c Fancy wake s
To imitat e her; but, misjoining shapes,
Wild work produces oft, and mos t in dreams ,
111 matching words and deed s long pas t o r late . (V, 100—114 )

While Burton distinguishe s the inner senses with th e help o f a line drawn between
human being s an d animals—h e associate s common sens e wit h highe r reaso n an d
defines fantas y a s ratio  brutorum —Milton distinguishes them b y a n implie d gende r
difference. Th e operation s of the facult y o f reason are exemplified by Adam, while
Eve's drea m i s the produc t o f unbridle d rambling s o f he r reaso n whe n sh e parts
from her partner and sponsor to explore th e world on her own. I n Milton, the state
of sleep allegorically presents the cas e of female reason: unguided an d unguarded b y
male censure. According to Burton, fancy, or female reason, is subject and governe d
by [male ] reason , o r a t leas t shoul d be—Eve' s demoni c drea m and , late r on , th e
Fall sho w th e catastrophi c results when woma n lack s th e suppor t an d contro l o f
man a s th e highe r for m o f rationality . Withou t Ada m a s he r superior , Ev e i s
confined to fancy ; just as women without men , a s Milton is suggesting, ar e defined
by ratio  brutorum,  which i s "al l th e reaso n the y have. "

Adam's Dream

Milton ha s invented i n hi s biblical epic no t onl y a  female but als o a  male dream .
Scholarly attentio n ha s been pai d t o eac h drea m individually , bu t seldo m t o th e
pair. I t is , however, jus t thi s gendered configuratio n and polarizatio n tha t give s a
specific meanin g t o both o f them. A  remarkable distinction occur s already in th e
setting o f th e drea m narratives : Eve tell s he r drea m t o Adam , Ada m tell s hi s t o
Raphael. Th e movemen t goe s upward , showin g tha t jus t a s woman find s he r
rational counterpar t i n man, so man finds his rational counterpart in the archangel .
Adam's drea m i s embedded i n a  narrative o f his first memories a s a human being .
This accoun t begins with his awakening int o lif e which , i n it s imagery, recall s th e
birth o f an animal :

As new-waked from soundes t sleep ,
Soft o n th e flower y her b I  found m e laid ,
In balm y sweat, which with hi s beams th e Su n
Soon dried , and o n th e reekin g moisture fed. (VIII, 253—256 )

Adam, wh o i s not bor n o f woman int o a  family, i s created b y Go d int o nature ,
where h e i s fostered and nurture d b y th e sun . H e immediatel y spring s ont o his
feet an d stretche s heavenward, instinctivel y knowin g hi s origi n an d destination .
At thi s poin t hi s anthropologica l evolution begins, a  sequence of phases through
which Ada m swiftl y passes . Afte r havin g taken i n th e ne w surrounding s throug h
his variou s senses, an d afte r havin g learned th e mechanis m of hi s body b y movin g
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freely about , h e proceed s t o mor e self-consciou s forms o f cognition . Thi s ne w
stage begins with wonder , questioning , and the discover y of a lack of knowledge .

But wh o I  was, or where , o r from wha t cause ,
Knew not . (VIII , 270-271)

Language i s born i n thi s stage. It helps Adam t o interac t with th e creatio n and t o
communicate hi s problem, whic h i s the consciou s ignoranc e (a s opposed t o th e
instinctive knowledge ) o f hi s origin. With th e comman d o f language, however ,
he als o experiences an alienatio n fro m nature . A rif t between speakin g man an d
mute natur e becomes mor e an d more obvious . Natura  loquitur  is certainly no t th e
principle o f the creatio n a s Milton presents it.The worl d o f nature ca n be name d
by articulat e man, bu t i t canno t respon d t o hi s existential questions. The silenc e
of nature is the beginning of Jewish and Puritan religious experience. At this point,
the educatio  generis  humani  a s exemplified by Milton' s Ada m come s t o a  ful l stop .
Metaphysical knowledge i s to b e obtained neither by sensuous experience no r b y
rational investigation , bu t onl y b y revelation . Ada m tell s the archange l that he is
exhausted an d frustrate d fro m hi s quest for highe r knowledge , th e knowledg e o f
his Maker,

Pensive I  sa t me down . There gentl e sleep
First foun d me , an d wit h sof t oppressio n seized
My drowse d sense , untroubled , thoug h I  though t
I the n wa s passing to m y forme r state
Insensible, an d forthwit h t o dissolve : (VIII , 287-291 )

This i s Adam's firs t experienc e o f sleep, which h e canno t immediatel y distinguis h
from a  regressio n int o hi s forme r stat e o f nothingness . Th e differenc e betwee n
sleep an d death , th e genera l dissolutio n o f identity , i s marke d b y ye t anothe r
phenomenon experience d by Ada m fo r th e firs t time : a  dream.

When suddenl y stoo d a t m y hea d a  dream,
Whose inwar d apparitio n gentl y move d
My fanc y t o believ e I  yet ha d being ,
And lived . (VIII , 292-294)

While Eve , accustome d t o th e habi t of dreaming, experience s for the firs t tim e a
subversive dream "o f offenc e an d trouble," Adam' s account presents the ver y firs t
dream give n t o mankind . This drea m i s a gift o f God's , no t Satan's , and i s part of
the divin e educatio n o f man. I n the tradition o f Greek an d Roman literature, the
dream i s personified as a shape that stands at the hea d o f the dreamer . Th e qualit y
of th e drea m i s already indicated by th e positio n o f th e dream ; i f it i s oppressive,
it squat s heavil y o n th e dreame r almost in th e manne r o f a  Fuselia n nightmare—
Spenser ha d indicate d tha t "Th e on e vpo n hi s hardy hea d hi m plast"—bu t if the
dream i s illuminating, it assume s th e positio n of a  guardian angel. Again, fancy i s
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mentioned a s the facult y throug h whic h dreams are communicated; bu t thi s time,
all devaluating associations are carefull y eliminated . W e com e t o lear n tha t fancy ,
the image-producin g faculty , i s not onl y a n orga n o f depravation but als o on e o f
mystic illumination . I n Adam' s dream , fanc y i s no t attacke d b y devilis h ar t bu t
"gently moved" ; i n thes e lines , ther e i s an elemen t o f friendl y communicatio n
and eve n caressin g communion, a  fa r cry fro m th e fanc y tha t ha s t o b e fortifie d
and harnesse d against the strategi c assaults o f evil .

Like Sata n i n Eve' s dream , Go d (o r on e o f hi s messengers ) project s himsel f
into Adam's dream . Th e answe r that mute natur e would no t yiel d come s from a
"shape divine" who respond s to Adam's yearning and addresses him directly . Afte r
having named th e creation , h e i s given a  name himsel f along wit h a  place and a
first command:

One came , methought , o f shape divine ,
And said , "Th y mansio n want s thee , Adam; rise ,
First Man, of men innumerabl e ordaine d
First father ! calle d by thee , I  com e th y guid e
To th e garde n o f bliss, th y sea t prepared. " (VIII , 295-299)

Milton use s th e drea m a s a  mod e o f divin e communicatio n bu t no t o f divin e
revelation. What , is revealed in th e drea m i s the identit y an d destin y o f Adam as
master o f paradise, not o f God a s the creato r o f the universe . Th e self-revelatio n
of God ("Whom thou sought's t I am / .  . . Author o f all this thou sees t / Above ,
or roun d abou t thee , o r beneath. " VIII , 316—318 ) doe s no t occu r i n th e drea m
but happen s onl y afte r Adam' s awakenin g i n paradise . Th e sam e hold s tru e fo r
the first covenant o f Eden, whic h combine s a n internal restriction o f power wit h
an externa l extensio n o f power: th e prohibitio n t o touc h th e forbidde n frui t an d
the commandmen t t o assum e dominio n ove r Ede n an d "al l th e Earth. " Th e
function o f Adam' s dream , then , i s restricte d t o a  poeti c devic e facilitatin g his
translocation int o paradise . In th e biblica l account , th e creatio n o f man precede s
the creation of paradise, thus necessitating a local transfer o f Adam: "An d th e Lor d
God planted a  garden east-ward in Eden; an d there he put th e man whom he had
formed." Th e functio n o f the dream , then , i s played dow n fro m a  theologica l
point o f view, bu t i t i s highlighted fro m a  poeti c poin t o f view. Th e poin t an d
content o f th e drea m i s a translocation:

So saying , b y the han d he too k me , raised ,
And ove r fields and waters , a s in ai r
Smooth slidin g without ste p (VII I 300-302 )

that i s similar t o wha t Ev e experience s i n he r dream . Th e meticulousl y paralle l
construction o f both dreams highlights their contrast : both dreamer s are called and
led awa y b y a  divin e shape , on e i n orde r t o forge t he r tru e sel f i n a  stat e o f
precarious regression , th e othe r t o discove r and assum e hi s tru e sel f in hi s ow n
destined domain. Bot h experience flight an d a view of the worl d from above, Eve
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in a  narcotic an d delusiv e experienc e o f ascension , Adam i n a n empowerin g ac t
of surveillance and contro l ove r hi s new dominion . Both ar e confronted in thei r
dreams -with the crucial motif of the epic, the forbidden fruit, an d both are tempted
in thei r dream s "with sudde n appetit e /  T o pluc k an d eat" (VIII, 308—309) . But
while Ev e transgresse s and taste s th e frui t i n he r dream , Ada m i s spared a similar
shameful experienc e b y waking u p just i n time :

Each tre e
Loaden wit h faires t fruit , tha t hung t o th e ey e
Tempting, stirre d in m e sudde n appetite
To pluc k an d eat ; whereat I  waked, an d found
Before min e eye s al l real, as the drea m
Had livel y shadowed . (VIII , 306-311)

The las t an d perhap s th e most  significan t contras t between th e dream s i s th e
manner o f awakening. At the en d o f her dream , Eve experience s a loss; she is lef t
alone, he r guid e i s gone , sh e sink s down i n he r slee p int o a  deadl y depressio n
from whic h Ada m luckil y liberate s her i n waking he r up :

but O , ho w gla d I  wake d
To fin d thi s but a  dream! (V , 92-93)

The opposit e i s true for Adam; he does not experienc e a  relapse—on the contrary ,
he step s ou t o f hi s elate d stat e righ t ove r int o a  ne w world . Th e drea m i s a
preparation fo r a  higher state o f being; as Adam i s "translated" into paradise , th e
dream "translates " him  int o a  higher stat e of identity and  consciousness . There is
no break , n o gap , no breac h betwee n drea m an d reality , bu t rathe r a  creativ e
transition from on e t o the other .

Imagination an d Fancy—the Romantic
Engendering of Anthropology

This smooth transition between dream and reality did not fai l to impress Romantic
readers. Th e notio n tha t dream s ca n prefigur e an d eve n creat e realit y greatl y
appealed to their idealism. They had turned the principle of sensualist philosophy-—
according to which nothin g exist s in the intellect tha t did not earlie r pass throug h
the senses—upside down. Quit e the contrary, thought the Romantics. It was their
firm convictio n tha t everything , includin g physica l reality, depende d o n a  prior ,
constructive ac t of the mind . Amon g thes e readers , Keats was the on e t o choos e
Adam's dream as presented by Milton, transforming the epic episode into a paradigm
of poetic creativity . In a  famous lette r to Benjamin Bailey on "th e holiness of the
Heart's affection s an d th e trut h o f Imagination," he wrote :

The Imaginatio n may be compare d to Adam' s dream,—he awok e an d foun d i t
truth. .  .  .  And ye t suc h a  fat e ca n onl y befal l thos e wh o deligh t i n Sensation ,
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rather tha n hunge r a s you d o afte r Truth . Adam' s dream wil l do here , an d seems
to b e a  convictio n tha t Imaginatio n an d it s empyrea l reflectio n i s th e sam e as
human Lif e an d it s Spiritual repetition.17

In reshaping the term s "fancy" an d "imagination, " Keat s translates the (gendered )
anthropological discours e of the seventeent h centur y int o a  (gendered ) discours e
of aesthetics . I n a  las t step , I  wan t t o trac e thi s shif t fro m seventeenth-centur y
anthropology t o nineteenth-century ar t theory. We shal l see that as the sam e terms
reappear wit h ne w definition s in ne w contexts , thei r gendere d implication s ar e
elaborated an d made eve r more explicit .

So far , the term s "imagination, " "fancy, " an d "fantasy " had bee n use d inter-
changeably. Thi s indifferenc e i n terminologica l distinctio n prevaile d in th e eigh -
teenth century . When in the beginning o f that century Joseph Addsion wrot e on e
of his Spectator essay s o n "th e Pleasure s of the Imaginatio n o r Fancy " h e adde d
the notic e in brackets: "(which I  shall use promiscuously)."18 The sam e is still tru e
for Dr . Johnson's dictionary , i n whic h "fancy " i s rendered b y "imagination " an d
vice versa . Th e situatio n change s with th e Romanti c poets , wh o tak e u p thes e
terms, turning them into key words of their poetic theory. They tranform "imagina-
tion" and "fancy " int o gendere d concepts . It is significant tha t Keats , in referring
to Adam's dream, speaks of the "imagination " rathe r than of "fancy." Hi s concep t
of the imaginatio n i s similar to tha t of Coleridge , wh o i n hi s theoretical writing s
created a hierarchy between th e two terms . Coleridge was influenced by Kant and
had studie d Germa n idealisti c philosophy i n Gottingen ; h e disengage d the faculty
of the imagination fro m the th e derogator y associations of whim and simulacrum,
elevating it to a  paradigmatic anthropological prerogative . Among the Romantics ,
who considere d creativity to be the foremos t human potential , th e artis t was man
writ large ; he wa s considered th e prototyp e o f humankind .

As usual , th e elevatio n o f on e qualit y implie s th e sinkin g o r debunkin g o f
another, a  dialecti c proces s that i n thi s cas e i s implicitly substantiate d by a  clea r
hierarchy of gender. The aesthetic s of the Romantic ag e that developed th e notio n
of genius defined the latte r by the imagination, separatin g creative originality fro m
unoriginal an d repetitiv e production . Th e wa y tha t imaginatio n an d fanc y -wer e
defined made i t impossible for women to qualif y fo r the higher forms of creativity:

It dissolves , diffuses , dissipates , i n orde r t o recreate ; o r wher e thi s proces s i s
rendered impossible , ye t stil l a t all events it struggle s to idealiz e and t o unify . I t
is essentiall y vital, even a s all objects (as objects) ar e essentiall y fixe d an d dead .

Fancy, o n th e contrary , ha s no othe r counter s t o pla y with , bu t fixities and
defmites. Th e Fanc y i s indeed n o othe r tha n a  mode o f Memory emanicipate d
from th e orde r o f time an d space.

"In poet s an d painter s imaginatio n forcibl y works , a s appear s by thei r severa l
fictions, antics , images, " Burto n ha d written . Tw o centurie s later , t o redefin e
imagination an d clai m i t a s a male prerogative meant t o depriv e women, wh o i n
the meantim e ha d entere d the platfor m o r art , of thei r most importan t resource,
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namely genius and original creativity. They were thrown back on natural reproduc-
tion, o n on e hand , an d mimetic repetition , o n th e other , a s their specifi c mode s
of creativity. Moreover, th e Romantic artists privileged dreaming—th e projectin g
of a  world—as a  paradigmatic form o f creativity . Som e o f them , suc h a s Keats ,
Coleridge, o r DeQuincey, wer e self-traine d and self-conscious dreamers. Having
cut the bonds of tradition in a thrust toward originality, they discovered the dream
as a  primal source and energ y o f art . The idea l of th e creativ e dream, however ,
was clearly gendered; Keats found its prototype not i n Eve's but i n Adam's dream.

Conclusion

Even i n Milton's paradise, experience is not unifie d an d whole bu t open s up int o
higher an d lower worlds . Ada m an d Eve sho w ho w dreamin g extend s the rang e
of human experienc e fo r better and worse. Dreams are the privileged mediu m i n
which—to us e the words of the ethnographer—human beings communicat e with
the powers of the exosphere.21 Induced by a demonic or divine source, the dreamer
is initiated into a  new realm . The direction s upward and downward mark the scale
on whic h humankin d ca n ris e o r sin k i n it s notoriously unstabl e status . Milto n
exemplifies this fundamental anthropological situation in terms of gender; he makes
it quit e clea r who i s chosen t o ris e beyond an d wh o i s liable t o sin k belo w th e
level o f common humanity .

I hope to have shown tha t the dreams of our first parents as invented by Milton
in hi s biblical epic meri t critica l analysis. I n analyzin g these dreams today, we ar e
less intereste d i n th e psychi c symptoms o f the dreamer s than i n thos e o f Milton
and hi s age . Th e gendere d dream s o f Ada m an d Ev e sho w ho w th e universa l
human potentia l tend s t o b e spli t u p b y cultur e into complementar y mal e an d
female components. The possible range of social action ascribed to men and women
is define d an d confine d b y cultura l discourses—i n thi s case , b y definition s an d
distinctions o f anthropology . Althoug h th e focu s ha d shifte d fro m theolog y an d
anthropology i n the seventeenth century to poetological concerns in the nineteenth
century, certai n tenacious patterns of thought survived—o r were reestablishe d on
new grounds .

Notes

1. Nietzsch e 1962: I , 450 . Fo r th e contex t o f Nietzsche' s dream reflection s i n th e
history o f Wissenschaft  compar e Treiber 1994 .

2. Mulle r 1992 : 35 .
3. Mulle r 1992 : 36 .
4. Mulle r 1992 : 39.
5. Mulle r 1992: 37.
6. Nietzsch e 1962: I, 12 , 454.
7. Nietzsch e 1962 : I, 13 , 456.
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8. Nietzsch e 1962 : II , 139 .
9. Milto n 196 8 [=1667-74 ] i n th e editio n o f Beechin g an d William s 1968 : 201 .

Hunter (1946 : 255—265 ) provide s extensiv e background informatio n t o thi s topic rangin g
from St . Thomas t o Joseph Glanvill .

10. I n De anima, Aristotle gives an account o f the variou s operations of the mind , later
on referre d to a s "faculty psychology." I n hi s long Arabic commentary o n D e anima  in th e
early elevent h century , Avicenn a systematize d this knowledge , whic h becam e par t o f th e
scholastic tradition afte r it was translated into Latin in the twelfth century. A concise account
of this histor y i s to foun d i n Wolfso n 1935 . Se e als o Bundy 1927 .

11. Spense r I , cant o I , 3 8 in Smit h an d Selincour t 1959 : 7 .
12. Spense r I , cant o I , 43 . H e write s thi s episod e i n a  clear-cu t literar y tradition ,

exchanging, however , th e tru e propheti c drea m of his source for a  false dream . Th e moti f
of th e messenge r sen t t o th e cav e o f Morpheu s t o procur e fro m hi m a  drea m i s vividl y
described b y Ovid , Metaporphoses,  boo k 1 1 i n th e stor y o f Cey x an d Halcyone , whic h
Chaucer adapte d i n a  rathe r burlesqu e versio n i n hi s allegorica l poe m Hous  o f Fame.  A
constant featur e in th e renderin g o f this episode i s the slee p o f Morpheus, fro m which t o
awake hi m fo r a  moment i n orde r t o delive r th e messag e proves to b e a  major task .

13. A s an expert in Renaissance drea m lore , Adarn may know tha t there ar e four type s
of dreams: natural, oracular, divine, and demonic, an d that only the oracular and the divinely
inspired drea m ar e fi t object s of hermeneutic exegesis .

14. I n Jackson 1972 : 159-160 (I , 1 , 7).
15. Int o th e covenan t o f Eden a s presented b y Milto n i n VIII , 321—34 1 ca n b e rea d

the principle of Puritan colonial rule; discipline, a conscious restriction o f the self , legitimizes
the expansio n of rule into foreg n domains .

16. Gen . 2: 8 (Kin g James version).
17. Th e lette r fro m November 22 , 181 7 ca n be foun d i n Rollin s 1958 : 185 .
18. Th e Spectator  No . 41 1 (Jun e 21 , 1712 ) i n Bon d 1965 : III , 536 .
19. Johnso n 1799 , ! .
20. Coleridg e in Shawcros s 1979 : I , 20 2 (chapte r 13) .
21. Compar e Ludwi g Strumpel l 1874 : 38 , "Th e drea m became a  bridge acros s which

higher power s communicate d wit h huma n being s an d vice versa. "
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The Cultura l Inde x o f Freud's
Interpretation of  Dreams

Stephane Moses

1

In his book on the interpretation of dreams (Die Tmumdeutung, 1900) , Freud begins
by comparing his own theory of dreams to ancient doctrines concerning th e nature
of dreams and their interpretation, yet juxtaposes it, as well, with modern scientific
theories, especiall y tha t o f psychiatry . In doin g so , h e place s his researc h i n th e
continuity o f a  long traditio n whil e demonstrating , a t the sam e time, th e radical
innovation o f his own discoveries . They are opposed both to the positivis t theses
of the psychiatri c school, accordin g t o whic h " a drea m i s not a  mental ac t a t all,
but a  somatic process, " an d to the conceptions of ancient cultures that saw dreams
as supernatura l revelations. Thes e tw o conflictin g views o f the natur e o f dreams
necessarily lead t o tw o opposit e conception s o f how the y ma y be interpreted : i f
dreams ar e pur e physiologica l processes , th e ver y questio n o f thei r meanin g i s
irrelevant, an d th e attemp t t o interpre t the m wil l foreve r b e " a purel y fancifu l
task;"2 on the othe r hand, if dreams are messages coming fro m another realm, they
must be decipherable—provided th e interpreter has the keys that can unlock thei r
code.

Based o n observatio n o f his own dream s and thos e o f his patients, Freud , fo r
his part , reache d th e conclusio n tha t dreams , fa r from bein g pur e physiologica l
phenomena, ar e rather par t of the textur e o f psychic lif e an d fo r tha t reason bear
meaning. The meanin g the y hold, however , i s not tha t of a message coming from ,
some supernatura l world , bu t expresses , rather , th e menta l lif e o f th e dreamer .
This linking of the dream to the subject's own spontaneou s activity—in contrast to
antique conceptions, in which the dream, coming from without , visits a completely
passive dreamer—i s clear testimony that Freudian theory belongs fully t o Western

303
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modernity: tha t is , to a  cultural paradigm characterized , since Decartes and Kant ,
by the preeminenc e o f the subject . Indeed, i t is precisely because the drea m i s the
expression o f a  subject' s activit y tha t i t is , fo r Freud , essentiall y interpretable.
Conversely, b y postulating that dream s belong no t t o th e subject' s world bu t t o
the bod y a s an object , late nineteenth-century psychiatr y held the m t o b e devoi d
of al l meaning an d imperviou s t o al l interpretation.

In affirmin g tha t dream s hav e meanin g an d ar e interpretable , Freu d seems ,
somewhat paradoxically, to return to the ancient conception o f dreams that survives
in ou r ow n da y in folklore and popular beliefs . "Her e onc e more, " wrote Freud ,
"we hav e one o f these not infrequen t cases in which an ancient and jealously held
popular belie f seem s t o b e neare r th e trut h tha n th e judgment o f th e prevalen t
science of today." 3 Freu d ofte n remarke d tha t psychoanalytic theory goe s back to
certain intuitions central to archaic thought, myth , and folklore rather than voicing
the positivis t prejudices of contemporar y science . Fo r him , though , thi s di d no t
imply a  naive return to prerational forms of thought, bu t rather to their integration ,
somewhat lik e citations , i n hi s ow n scientifi c discourse . Thi s analog y o r paralle l
between ontogenesis and phylogenesis is one of the fundamental axioms of Freudian
thought, an d his dream theory is clearly marked by it as well. Th e paralle l between
the antiqu e vie w o f th e drea m an d th e Freudia n conceptio n o f dream s a s an
expression o f the individua l unconsciou s conie s t o ligh t i n a  particularly strikin g
way in Freud's theory o f dream symbolism. It appeared relatively late in the process
of elaboratin g o n hi s Tmumdeutung  (i n the edition s o f 1909 , 1911 , an d abov e al l
1914) an d wa s n o mor e tha n "auxiliary " i n hi s techniqu e o f interpretation. 4 It s
theoretical importance, though , i s nonetheless considerabl e for , in Freud' s eyes , it
grants his doctrine of dreams a cultural, that is, objective, legitimacy. "This symbol-
ism," h e wrote , "i s no t peculia r t o dreams , bu t i s characteristi c o f unconscious
ideation, i n particula r among the people , an d i t i s to b e found i n folklore , an d in
popular myths, legends, linguisti c idioms, proverbial wisdom and current jokes t o
a more complet e exten t tha n i n dreams." 5

This principle o f symbolism, Freu d held , was the basi s on which the techniqu e
of dream interpretatio n wa s founded i n antiquity . We mus t poin t ou t tha t Freu d
applies th e ter m "symbolism " her e i n tw o differen t senses , one specifi c an d th e
other generic . The first designates one of the two methods o f dream interpretation
used i n antiquity , a s opposed t o th e metho d Freu d call s "cryptographic. " Th e
second sens e refer s i n a  globa l manner t o thes e tw o method s a s a whole. Take n
in thi s most genera l sense, the ancien t conception o f dream symbolis m rest s upon
a theor y (explici t o r implicit ) o f th e drea m a s a  deforme d reflectio n o f reality .
Freud cites , in thi s connection, a  definition offere d b y Aristotle (i n the treatis e De
divinatione per somnium) according to which "dream-pictures , lik e pictures on water ,
are pulled ou t o f shap e b y movement , an d th e mos t successfu l interprete r i s th e
man wh o ca n detec t th e trut h fro m th e misshape n picture."6 Th e metapho r o f a
reflection suggest s bot h a  theory o f analog y and a  theory o f truth : i t implies , o n
one hand , tha t certai n correspondences exist between differen t aspect s o f reality,
but o n th e othe r hand , tha t thes e aspect s o f realit y ar c organize d in a  hierarchy,
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that thei r degre e o f intelligibility depend s o n thei r proximit y to o r distanc e from,
an archetypa l truth . T o sa y the image s o f dream s ar e lik e reflection s i n wate r is
thus, first of all, to translate one image by another, to expres s the theory of analogy
by a n analogy. It is , second, t o affir m tha t the image s of dreams ar e not arbitrary ,
that they correspond to a truth and therefore have meaning. But, above all, it implies
that in dream s this meaning appear s deformed, an d that in orde r t o understan d it,
all disturbances engendered b y th e surroundin g environment—tha t o f the drea m
(and i t i s thanks to thes e disturbances that there ar e images)—must be eliminate d
to restore them to the truth from which they originated. The task of the interpreter,
then, i s both t o discove r th e analogie s between th e drea m image s an d th e ideas
to whic h the y refer , an d t o translat e the image d drea m language into intelligibl e
form.

We ca n easily understand to what extent Freud must have seen an anticipation
of his own theorie s i n Aristotle' s thesis . The notio n tha t the "images " o f dreams
are th e disguise d expressio n o f certai n realitie s that , relativ e t o them , represen t
"truths," an d tha t interpretatio n consist s o f leading it s images back t o thei r tru e
meaning, correspond s perfectly to Freudia n theories o f the "manifes t dream " and
"latent dream," to  the process of deformation set  in motion by the "dream-work,"
and t o interpretatio n a s the decipherin g o f meaning. I n th e sam e context , Freu d
also refer s t o anothe r autho r o f antiquity , Artemidoru s o f Daldis , fo r whom th e
art of dream interpretation is founded (as in magic) on th e principle of association;
in his view, writes Freud, " a thing in a dream means what i t recalls to the mind."
Clearly, fo r Freu d thi s principle seem s to presag e the psychoanalytica l technique
of fre e association , a  conditio n a s indispensable fo r analytica l dialogue a s for th e
interpretation o f dreams. Nonetheless , Freud objects , symbolic interpretatio n as it
appears in both of these authors' thought i s always based on the interpreter's skills,
intuition, and imagination. For that reason it remains essentially arbitrary and makes
no guarante e o f being "scientific. " I n othe r words , i t canno t b e mad e th e objec t
of a  theory an d i s thus not generalizable .

The othe r techniqu e o f interpretatio n practiced i n antiquit y i s the "crypto -
graphic" method . Unlik e th e symboli c metho d proper, thi s technique i s founded
on a  precise code i n which eac h symbo l correspond s with the "key, " tha t is, the
meaning appropriat e t o it . "Th e dream, " Freu d wrote , "i s treate d a s a kin d o f
cryptography i n whic h eac h sig n ca n b e translate d int o anothe r sig n havin g a
known meaning, i n accordance with a  fixed key." Here , onc e again , to interpre t
thus mean s to translat e one syste m of signs into anothe r syste m of signs, but thi s
time with the aid of a lexicon. Western cultur e has known a host of "dream keys,"
each one  base d on  a  syste m of  analogies—mor e or  les s elaborate—betwee n the
dream images and their presumed meaning. What is interesting about this crypto-
graphic method is that it presupposes the existenc e o f recurrent symbols , an d thus
of a  sor t o f universa l dream language . I n th e firs t editio n o f th e Tmumdeutung,
Freud fo r hi s part had alread y affirmed th e existenc e of "typica l dreams," tha t is,
"dreams which almost everyone has dreamt alike." I t was not unti l 1914, however,
that h e adde d a  special chapter to hi s book, title d "Symboli c Representatio n i n
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the Dream: Othe r Typica l Dreams, " i n which h e attempted t o develo p a  theor y
of universa l drea m symbolis m an d it s presuppositions. Thi s theory , founde d o n
the hypothesi s of an origina l huma n abilit y t o perceiv e network s o f analogie s in
nature, a n abilit y los t i n th e cours e o f histor y an d whos e las t remainin g trac e is
the existenc e o f universa l symbols i n th e individua l unconscious , wa s mean t t o
confer som e scientifi c legitimac y o n th e Freudia n symboli c code , differentiating
it fro m th e arbitrar y codes proposed by th e variou s dream keys .

Freudian interpretation of dreams, however, i s based only partially on the symbolic
method. Tha t metho d i s actually secondary t o wha t w e coul d cal l "rhetorical "
analysis of the dream , founded on the minute descriptio n o f figures or tropes used
by th e subjec t of the unconsciou s i n it s work o f elaborating th e dream . I t is here
that the differenc e betwee n Freudia n method and tha t o f antiquity i s most clearly
apparent. Nonetheless, th e great principles of Freudian hermeneutics appl y equally,
though in a less evident way, to his use of the symbolic method. Th e firs t differenc e
concerns th e wa y th e interprete r view s hi s objec t o f study : whil e th e seer s o f
antiquity sa w the drea m a s a whole , Freu d separate s it immediatel y int o a  series
of element s tha t h e interpret s on e b y one , eac h independentl y fro m th e others .
Dreams, h e writes , ar e "conglomerate s o f psychi c formations" ; the y shoul d b e
analyzed "e n detail " rathe r tha n "e n masse. " Thi s primar y difference , though ,
Freud remarks , has more to do with the symbolic method prope r tha n the crypto-
graphic method , whic h als o isolate s the divers e symbol s withi n th e dream . Th e
second differenc e i s much more essential : it concerns the natur e o f the associative
method a s it i s implemented b y psychoanalysis , which differ s radicall y fro m th e
associative processes used in archaic techniques of interpretation. Th e latte r follow
the association s of ideas the drea m suggest s to th e interpreter , while fo r Freud th e
meaning o f the drea m becomes clea r through association s evoked in the dreame r
personally. I n antiquit y (an d to a  great exten t i n Europea n romanticism ) dream s
were conceive d a s the reflection , i n th e sou l o f the dreamer , o f a -web of cosmic ,
that is , objective , analogies . Bu t althoug h th e interprete r ma y hav e take n th e
dreamer's personal situation into accoun t (lik e Joseph i n th e biblica l story, when
he interpret s th e dream s o f th e tw o minister s o r Pharaoh' s tw o dreams) , th e
dream wa s stil l seen as bearing a  general meanin g base d on a  system of objectiv e
correspondences betwee n th e image s tha t constitute d the m an d certai n externa l
realities. Fo r Freud , o n th e contrary , th e meanin g o f a  dream is a stric t function
of th e persona l histor y (bot h recen t an d distant ) o f th e dreamer . H e hel d eac h
dream t o b e a  unique constellatio n tha t translate s an absolutely singular moment
in th e psychi c biograph y o f th e subject . Hence a  thir d differenc e betwee n th e
Freudian an d th e antiqu e conception s of dreams : while fo r th e ancient s dreams
had a  propheti c characte r an d wer e thu s oriente d towar d th e future , i n Freud' s
eyes the y refe r t o th e dreamer' s past . I n them , immediat e memorie s relate d t o
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events tha t occurre d th e da y preceding th e drea m crystalliz e with memory trace s
(Gedachtnisspuren) inscribe d i n th e unconsciou s b y muc h earlie r events , datin g
perhaps t o th e subject' s earliest stages of childhood. I n tha t sense , every drea m is
a lin k i n a  "psychic chain " th e subjec t will b e aske d to "trac e backward s i n hi s
memory."11 Fo r Freud , th e drea m i s not a  sign announcin g th e futur e bu t rathe r
the "symptom " o f a history.

Relative t o traditiona l conception s o f dreams , Freudia n theor y represent s a
kind o f Copernican revolutio n comparabl e t o what Kan t had accomplished i n his
theory of knowledge. Th e ancien t doctrines held a dream to be an objective entity ,
the eruptio n o f a  mysteriou s realit y int o th e sou l tha t th e intellec t coul d no t
apprehend alone . Drea m image s wer e understoo d a s symbols referrin g to secre t
aspects o f reality. Freu d wa s the firs t to conceiv e a  theory o f dream as something
produced b y th e subject , a s a creation comparabl e t o a n artist' s wor k o f art . As
such, Freudia n theor y fit s quit e clearl y int o th e dominan t paradig m o f Europea n
culture since Decartes and Kant, marked by the preeminence o f the subject , whos e
intellectual activit y gives form an d sense to th e world . Bu t withi n tha t paradigm ,
Freudian theory incite s a new revolution that shakes the philosophy of the subjec t
to it s very foundations . Th e transcendenta l subjec t o f Kantian an d post-Kantia n
philosophy wa s i n it s essenc e th e subjec t o f knowledge . It s noeti c horizo n wa s
that of knowledge, it s substance merging with that of consciousness. The Freudia n
discovery o f the unconsciou s completel y subverte d the identity o f the subjec t an d
of consciou s lif e b y transportin g th e subjec t outside himsel f an d towar d a  space
where h e no longer know s himself . Freud's division o f the psychic apparatus into
a consciou s an d unconsciou s syste m explodes th e classica l notio n o f subjec t and
scatters its fragments in multiple psychi c instances that may no longer be reassem -
bled, a s in classica l psychology, int o one origina l synthesis . Hence th e paradoxical
nature of an idea such as the "subjec t of the unconscious " forged by Jacques Lacan
and critique d b y Jacques Derrida , fo r afte r th e concep t o f subjec t a s an origina l
source o f mental activit y was radically calle d into question , neithe r th e conscious
nor the unconscious—all the more so—coul d stil l be considered subject s of them-
selves.

Nonetheless, fo r Freu d i t is the subjec t of the unconsciou s tha t remains at th e
root o f dreams. Thi s metaphor, whic h doe s no t appea r explicitly i n Freud' s text ,
designates the psychic instance that , behind th e unconscious , is supposed to direc t
its activity. That instance is in reality none othe r tha n a  function whos e existenc e
is postulated by the play of psychic economy. I n effect , th e unconscious is presented
in Freudia n though t a s the concep t o f a space where elementar y psychi c realities
dwell (affects , drives , memor y traces , etc.) and where the y wil l begin t o manifest
themselves i n a  serie s o f "primar y processes. " Whe n thes e unconsciou s force s
collide wit h barrier s imposed b y the ego (censorship , reality principle) the y must ,
in order to find expression, agree to a series of compromises that manifest themselves
as symptoms; one o f these compromises is the dream. The whol e o f these processes
is described , i n Freud' s discourse , throug h impersona l metaphors , th e term s o f
which ar e borrowed , mos t essentially , fro m th e languag e of classica l mechanic s
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and physics of energy. This impersonal model o f psychic activity, however, collides
with anothe r implici t deman d o f Freudian theory— a finalit y tha t wil l influence
how th e psychic apparatus functions. Hence th e Lacanian hypothesis of a "subject
of the unconscious," an originating instance of Desire that can regulate its dynamic
and carr y out , i n it s name, th e compromise s essentia l for it s manifestation.

Although the concept of the "subject of the unconscious" is absent from Freud' s
texts, mos t notabl y fro m th e Traumdeutung , i t seem s the elaboratio n o f dream s is
due, i n Freud' s eyes , to just suc h a n originatin g instance , with th e drea m wor k
comparable to th e way a n artist creates a work o f art. Freud ofte n emphasized the
role o f the unconsciou s i n artisti c creatio n (as , for example , i n hi s 190 8 essa y o n
"The Write r an d Dreaming") , sometime s goin g so far as to se e a literary work a s
a projection o f the author' s conflicts and neuroses. (The mos t extreme cas e of such
a reductio n o f literature to pathology is the stud y on "Dostoevsk y an d Parricide"
of 1927) . The analogy , though, function s i n revers e as well; fo r example , a t on e
point i n th e T raumdeutung, Freu d illustrates a description o f the mechanis m o f th e
free associatio n of ideas in psychoanalytica l treatment using a passage from a  letter
by Schiller describing the unconscious appearance of images and ideas in the process
of his literary creation. Readin g the Traumdeutung  o r th e cas e report s in hi s case
stories, i t i s alway s striking to se e t o wha t exten t certai n people , wh o see m s o
thoroughly prosai c in their daily lives, manifest such an extraordinary literary talent
in thei r dreams , as if great poets were conceale d deep in thei r unconsciou s minds .
This mysteriou s element , capabl e o f liberating unsuspecte d imaginative force s i n
the depth s o f th e psyche , the n o f creatin g scenario s from the m o f extraordinar y
richness an d complexity , seem s t o function , i n effect , a s a  poeti c instance . W e
might not e tha t thi s metapho r i s absolutel y reversible ; eac h o f it s term s coul d
function eithe r a s signifier o r a s signified: if a poet i s able to dra w inspiratio n fro m
the depths of the unconscious, that is because the unconscious has always functioned
as a  poet does .

Although w e experienc e dream s in th e for m o f images , Freu d studie d the m
not a s visual structures but a s texts. Or rather , the images of the dream are transposed
in Freud's presentation to verbal signs. The reason s for this, of course, are evidently
pragmatic: while the dream is experienced in a visual form, it can only be communi-
cated i n verba l term s (throug h speec h o r writing) . Ye t asid e fro m tha t forma l
constraint, Freudia n analysi s i s always presented, i n th e Traumdeutung,  a s a textual
analysis. I f the dream—compose d o f a  serie s o f images—may b e compare d t o a
film, the narrativ e Freud makes o f it would b e analogou s to a  scenario, o r rathe r
to th e scrip t of that film. The analysi s of a dream, fo r its part, follows not th e film
but it s script (provided , tha t is , we conside r th e scrip t as a particularly developed
literary text). Most striking , in the Freudian process, is the transformation of images
into words . One o f many example s may be found in a brief passage from the very
beginning o f Freud's account o f his dream "Th e Coun t Thun" :

A crow d o f people , a  meetin g o f students.— A coun t (Thu n o r Taaffe ) wa s
speaking. H e wa s challenged t o sa y something about th e Germans , an d declare d
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with a  contemptuou s gesture that thei r favorite flowe r wa s colt' s foot , an d pu t
some sort of dilapidated leaf—or rathe r the crumple d skeleton of a leaf—into hi s
buttonhole. I  fire d up—s o I  fire d u p [Ich  fahre auf,  fahre  also  a u f ] thoug h I  wa s
surprised a t my takin g such an attitude .

Freud comment s o n th e phras e " I fire d up—s o I  fired up" i n th e followin g
note: "Thi s repetition crep t into the dream-text, apparentl y through inadvertence .
I have let i t stand, since the analysi s showed tha t i t was significant."16 In this note ,
the expressio n "dream-text " clearl y relate s to Freud' s transcriptio n o f the drea m
after awakening . Th e "inadvertence " i n questio n betray s that th e tex t itsel f took
place i n a  semi—dream state , so that th e "dream-text " that Freu d transmit s to th e
reader represent s a  sort of osmosi s between th e drea m itsel f and it s transcription .
Indeed, a s Freud suggest s in hi s note , th e analysi s o f th e drea m reveal s that it s
central significanc e turn s upo n th e repeate d phras e "Ich  fahre auf."  Bu t befor e
reaching that point, let us note that the verb fahren (travel , move) and its grammatical
variations ar e repeatedl y invoke d i n th e narrativ e o f thi s remarkabl y lon g an d
complex drea m whos e centra l them e i s movemen t i n spac e (b y walking , train ,
carriage, o r tram) and in time . Just as the differen t compound s base d on th e \vor d
Bahn (road ) such as Eisenbahn (railroad) , Strassenbahn  (streetcar) , Bahnhof (station),
and Bahnstrecke  (trai n journey), whic h als o appea r repeatedly i n th e dream , ma y
reflect the Freudia n concept o f Bahnung (facilitation) , formed of the same root and
designating the wa y sensations must go to reach the unconscious and register there
in th e for m o f "memor y traces, " s o th e recurrenc e o f th e ver b fahren  an d it s
derivatives may refer, i n the context o f the dream , to the concep t o f displacemen t
(Verschiebung). I n effect , th e analysi s of the drea m concludes by showing tha t spatial
displacements (journeys) themselves appear in this dream as temporal displacements
(Verschiebungen). Freud' s interpretation actuall y ends by recalling two riddle s based
on tw o puns : in one , th e ver b vorfahren  (driv e a  car up ) i s read a s the substantiv e
plural Vorfahren  (ancestry) ; i n th e other , th e ver b nachkommen  (follo w after ) i s
understood a s the substantiv e plural Nachkommen  (successors) . The meanin g o f the
dream, accordin g t o Freud , ma y be summarize d i n th e followin g formula : "I t i s
absurd to be proud o f one's ancestry ; it is better t o be an ancestor oneself, " whic h
one coul d translat e as: "Better t o b e a  father tha n a  son," o r "i t i s the so n who i s
the tru e father. " The parado x o f the so n who, i n turn , becomes a  father nullifies
the mechanistic conception o f linear and irreversible tim e and institutes the notio n
of a  temporalit y o f th e unconsciou s i n whic h "before " an d "after " see m t o b e
reversible. Thi s dechronologizatio n o f tim e i s translate d i n th e drea m int o it s
spatialization: temporal "before " an d "after " i n the laten t drea m ar e substituted in
the manifes t drea m b y spatia l "behind" an d "before, " an d th e principl e o f thei r
reversibility i s suggested : "I t wa s a s if," sai d th e dreame r (Freu d himself ) i n th e
dream of "Count Thun," I had already driven with him for some of the distance."18

Clearly, th e transition , in th e dream' s analysis , fro m th e spatia l dimensio n in
the manifes t drea m t o th e tempora l (and , in it s elaboration , from th e tempora l
dimension t o th e spatial ) i n th e laten t drea m i s onl y possibl e whe n irnage s o f
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different journey s appearin g in th e manifes t drea m ar e substitute d wit h word s
corresponding t o them , alon g wit h th e entir e hal o o f linguistic association s that
surround the m (th e verb fahren an d it s derivatives) . Th e analysis , which replace s
the image s wit h words , return s th e spatia l scenari o o f the drea m t o it s tempora l
meaning, whil e i n th e wor k o f the dream' s elaboration , whic h translate s tim e t o
space, th e origina l words ar e transformed into images . I n essence , using Freudian
terms, th e conten t o f a  latent drea m consists  of ideas , bu t thes e ar e perceptibl e
only through words . The Freudia n unconscious is a fabric of words woven togethe r
by a nearly limitless network o f associations. It is "considerations of representability"
(Die Rucksicht  au f Darstellbarkeif)  tha t compel s th e unconsciou s t o translat e them
into visua l images.19 The fundamenta l difference betwee n Freudia n interpretatio n
and traditiona l interpretation o f the symboli c sort may thus be summarized in th e
following manner : while th e symboli c metho d translate s each image o f the drea m
into a n externa l realit y suppose d t o correspon d t o it , Freudia n method restore s
the images to the endless network of verbal associations from which they originated.

There is , though, on e cas e i n whic h interpretatio n i s essentially independent o f
the dreamer' s ow n associations , and tha t is when symboli c element s play a part in
the dream . Fo r Freud , the symbol s o f dreams disclos e a universa l lexicon whos e
validity is supposedly immutable, regardless of the psychic biography of the dreamer
and o f th e specifi c constellatio n tha t eac h o f hi s dream s uniquel y expresses . In
addition, w e kno w tha t fo r Freu d drea m symbolis m i s almos t alway s sexua l i n
nature. Compare d t o the nearly infinite proliferation of associative chains and thei r
boundless multiplicity o f meanings, here we find a relatively poor and nearly always
one-dimensional interpretativ e technique . And , i n fact , th e coexistenc e o f tw o
such differen t hermeneutica l approache s seems t o hav e presente d Freu d wit h a
difficult theoretica l problem. I n principle, th e dominan t metho d o f interpretatio n
in th e Traumdeutung,  whic h i s rhetorical , doe s no t allo w fo r th e simultaneou s
presence o f a  symboli c method . Th e dream , i n effect , i s elaborated segmen t b y
segment throug h a  process of distortion (Entstellung)  i n whic h unconsciou s ideas,
under th e pressur e o f censorship , decompos e an d recompos e i n altere d form ,
change place s an d ente r ne w configurations—i n short , disguis e themselve s t o
reappear i n hardl y recognizable for m withi n th e manifes t dream. W e kno w tha t
in orde r t o achiev e thi s distortion , th e drea m use s tw o processes : displacemen t
(Verschiebung) an d condensation (Verdichtung).  Displacemen t i s a clearly metonymic
process; in it, one signifier is replaced by another similar one in a chain of associations
based simpl y o n contiguity—tha t is , with n o resemblanc e betwee n th e differen t
signifiers (fo r example , i n th e analysi s of th e drea m "Coun t Thun, " th e chai n
"Wachau—England—fifty year s ago—fiftee n year s ago—m y fiftee n years—th e
conspiracy—Henry VIII—the giraffe—th e professo r o f German"). Condensation,
which indicate s th e fusio n o f a  number of heterogeneou s signifiers, ma y indeed
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imply a  certai n elemen t o f resemblanc e betwee n thos e signifier s (th e figur e o f
Irma, fo r example , i n th e drea m o f "Irma' s injection " i s a  "montage " o f man y
women i n Freud' s life) , bu t it , too , i s based first and foremost on th e principle o f
contiguous metonymy . Symbol , i n contrast , functions accordin g to th e principl e
of resemblance, in the manne r of metaphor (i n Pharaoh's dreams , the fatte d cow s
and th e sheave s of rip e whea t symboliz e fertility ; similarly , i n chapte r 7  o f th e
book o f Daniel, th e fou r beast s tha t appea r in the prophet' s drea m symbolize th e
four empires whose qualities they incarnate). This principle o f resemblance, whic h
does not impl y any  proximity betwee n the  symbol' s signifie r and  what it  signifies ,
very clearly underlies Freudian interpretation of sexual symbolism, in which hollow
objects represent , almost automatically, female sexual organs an d pointe d object s
male ones . Th e principl e o f resemblance , which implie s tha t th e symbo l imag e
faithfully reflect s th e thin g i t symbolize s thus excludes, o n principle , an y kind o f
radical distortion. Indeed, according to th e citation from Aristotle Freud presents,
the dream image may be blurred or disturbed in relation to the truth i t represents,
but th e resemblanc e betwee n the m remains no les s evident . W e mus t ask , then,
how a  symbolic representatio n migh t correspon d wit h the distortion s the drea m
creates.

This i s th e solutio n Freu d proposes : th e symbol s themselves , despit e thei r
unchanging meaning , ar e integrated like al l the othe r element s o f psychic life int o
the drea m work . They , too , ar e a  part o f "th e peculia r plasticity of th e psychi c
material."20 A  symbo l may , fo r example , appea r in a  dream withou t referrin g t o
its canonica l meaning , exhibitin g onl y it s pure realit y a s an objec t (a n umbrella,
then, woul d signif y nothin g mor e tha n a n umbrella) . O n th e othe r hand , ne w
sexual symbols may be invented from the subject's individual history. Furthermore,
"if a  dreamer  ha s a  choice ope n t o hi m betwee n a  number o f symbols , h e wil l
decide i n favo r o f the on e whic h i s connected i n it s subject-matter with th e res t
of the materia l o f hi s thought—which , tha t i s to say , has individual ground s fo r
its acceptance in addition to the typica l ones." Wha t defines thes e different case s
is th e suppressio n o f a  necessary link betwee n th e signifie r and signified , whic h
characterizes th e traditiona l conceptio n o f symbol. Onc e pulled int o th e endless
play of psychic forces, the symbo l act s as one signifie r amon g many, t o th e exten t
that it may be mobilized b y the unconsciou s to tak e part in the various processes
of displacement an d condensatio n by which th e drea m is elaborated. Yet eve n if ,
in th e cas e o f the drea m symbol , th e connectio n betwee n signifie r an d signified
may b e suspende d (a s in th e exampl e o f th e umbrella ) an d eve n thoug h ne w
signifiers may be invented for the same signified, or , alternately, the same symbolic
signifier ma y refer to more tha n on e signified , th e origina l meaning of the symbo l
nonetheless canno t b e changed : a s Freud remarked , "Th e imaginatio n doe s no t
admit o f long , stif f object s an d weapon s bein g use d a s symbol s o f th e femal e
genitals, o r o f hollo w objects , suc h a s chests , cases , boxes , etc. , bein g use d as
symbols fo r th e mal e ones." 22 Drea m symbols , fo r Freud , ar e thu s ope n t o a
certain—but b y n o mean s unlimited—multiplicit y of meaning : a  singl e symbol
may simultaneousl y refe r t o man y significations , bu t no t indiscriminately . Suc h
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symbols, then , d o no t hav e th e almos t limitles s plasticity of other element s i n th e
dream. Yet , unlik e archai c conception s o f th e dream , Freudia n theor y doe s no t
assign the m univoca l meaning ; submerge d i n a  psychi c spac e where , a s in th e
system o f language, all meaning is differential, th e symbol s o f dreams are also part
of an essentia l ambiguity. "The y frequentl y have mor e tha n on e o r eve n severa l
meanings," Freu d writes , "and , a s with Chines e script , the correc t interpretatio n
can only b e arrive d a t on eac h occasion fro m th e context. "

To conclude , I  would lik e to relate to thi s "open" conception o f Freudian drea m
symbolism i n orde r t o sugges t a  compariso n o f psychoanalytica l an d religiou s
symbolism. To d o so, let us take a concrete example , that of "dreams o f ascension":
Freud analyze s them in hi s Tmumdeutung  an d Mircea Eliade devote d a  number o f
studies t o them . Freud , particularl y interested in th e symbo l o f the staircas e on e
ascends or descends, proposed two very different interpretation s of the theme , on e
strictly sexual , the othe r a  great deal more ambiguous . O n on e hand , we fin d th e
following definition : "Steps , ladder s o r staircases , or , a s the cas e ma y be , walkin g
up o r dow n them , ar e representations of the sexua l act."25 This one-dimensiona l
explanation, though, in which the symbol leads to only one of its possible meanings,
stands i n sharp constras t to th e multiplicit y o f interpretations given fo r " A lovel y
dream" (Ein  schoener Tmum),  i n which th e sam e symbol refer s bot h t o th e them e
of ascensio n an d o f socia l decline , an d mor e generall y th e antithesi s betwee n
"up" an d "down." 27 Here , onc e again , i t i s the integratio n o f th e symbo l i n it s
psychic contex t tha t gives i t suc h polyvalence.

For Mirce a Eliade , wh o fault s Freu d fo r hi s "reductive " conceptio n o f th e
theme o f ascension, that theme represent s a universal symbol -whic h appear s in all
religions t o illustrat e th e ide a o f interio r movemen t towar d transcendence , th e
soul's aspiratio n t o struggl e fre e o f it s ow n boundednes s an d ris e towar d th e
absolute: "Upon th e differen t bu t interconnecte d plane s o f the oneiric , o f active
imagination, o f mythologica l creatio n an d folklore , o f ritua l an d o f experience ,
the symbolis m o f ascensio n always refers t o a  breaking-out fro m a  situation that
has become 'blocked ' or 'petrified, ' a  rupture of the plane which make s it possible
to pas s fro m on e mod e o f being int o another—i n short , libert y 'o f movement, '
freedom t o chang e th e situation , t o abolis h a  conditionin g system. " I n othe r
words, th e symbolis m o f ascension "delivers it s 'true message ' upon th e plane s of
metaphysics and mysticism. "

We not e straigh t away , however , tha t thi s religiou s readin g o f the symbo l is
just a s one-sided a s Freud's sexual reading. I n bot h cases , th e symbo l is conceive d
as a  signifie r whos e relationshi p wit h it s signifie d i s on e o f equivalenc e bot h
necessary an d exclusive . I t matter s little , fro m thi s poin t o f view , whethe r th e
reading of the symbo l is sexual or religious : in eithe r case, it s meaning is inscribed
in a n immutabl e and predetermine d code . A s fo r Aristotle , a t issu e i s a  quasi -
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ontological conceptio n o f symbolism, assumed to reflec t the very essence of reality.
Freud, incidentally , wa s awar e o f thi s essentialis t implication o f hi s theor y o f
symbolism; a s he suggest s in th e Traumdeutung,  th e existenc e o f sexual symbolis m
may b e understoo d phylogeneticall y a s the residu e o r trac e o f a  sense o f cosmi c
identity (fundamentall y sexual) that was intrinsic i n prehistoric times. I s this sense
of cosmic identity , fo r Freud , no mor e tha n a  simple "conceptua l an d linguistic "
representation, o r does it express the actua l nature of things? Or i s the nature itself
of thing s actuall y o f a  conceptua l an d linguisti c order ? Whateve r th e case , th e
hypothesis o f a sense of cosmic identification with archaic stages of humanity, an d
the belie f in a  universal symbolism tha t continues t o expres s it even i n the dream s
of modern people , seem s to brin g Freudia n theor y quit e clos e to th e conceptio n
of religious symbolis m propounde d b y Mircea Eliad e o r by Jung.

On th e othe r hand , w e hav e seen that Freud strives , with ever-renewed insis-
tence, t o relativiz e thi s dogmati c visio n o f symbolis m b y showin g tha t oneiri c
symbols ar e not changeles s substances but tha t thei r meanin g varie s continually as
a functio n o f the menta l contex t i n which the y appear.

Symbols ar e marked, "lik e all other psycho-pathological structures , by the usual
ambivalence of dreams."31 In effect, "an y dream-elemen t ma y be taken in a positive
or negative sense (as an antithetic relation)." 32 Eve n sexua l symbols may often (bu t
not always ) bear bisexual signification . I n general , al l the element s o f a  manifest
dream ar e overdetermined: i n other words , the y expres s a relatively larg e numbe r
of unconscious ideas. Th e mai n reason for this multiplicity o f meaning for dream
elements, an d oneiri c symbol s amon g them, stem s fro m th e fac t that , fo r Freud ,
the material s fro m which th e drea m i s made (th e "dream-ideas" ) ar e linguistic in
nature. Th e drea m i s constructe d fro m a  substanc e o f words , an d eac h o f thes e
words refer s t o a  nearly limitless series of associations. Thus "words, sinc e they are
the nodal points of numerous ideas , may be regarded as predestined to ambiguity." 35

The Freudia n metho d o f interpretatio n dissolve s th e divers e component s o f
the dream—includin g symbols—i n a n indefinitel y extendabl e syste m o f associa -
tions o f idea s an d images , bu t abov e al l verbal association s (paronomasia, puns) ,
in which each element i s always defined solely in relation to the elements contiguous
to it .

It is this linguistic approach to oneiri c symbol s that truly distinguishes Freudian
theory fro m essentialis t conceptions (whethe r archai c or modern) . Th e differenc e
between the m concern s no t thei r conten t bu t th e for m o f though t (or , i f you
wish, the implicit philosophy ) the y profess. The sexua l interpretation o f symbolism
is not more reductive (o r less reductive) tha n metaphysical interpretation. The rea l
opposition i s betwee n a  close d visio n o f symbolism , i n whic h th e symbo l i s
conceived a s an entity endowe d with a  permanently fixe d meaning , an d a n ope n
vision, i n whic h th e symbol s o f th e drea m ar e give n t o a n endles s proces s o f
interpretation. "I t i s onl y wit h th e greates t difficulty, " write s Freud , "tha t th e
beginner i n th e busines s o f interpretin g dreams ca n b e persuade d that hi s tas k i s
not a t an end when he has a complete interpretation in his hands—an interpretation
which make s sense, is coherent and throws light upon every element of the dream's
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content. For th e sam e dream may perhaps have another interpretation a s -well, an
'over-interpretation,' whic h ha s escaped him . I t is , indeed, no t eas y t o for m an y
conception o f the abundanc e o f the unconsciou s train s o f thought, al l striving to
find expression , -whic h ar e activ e i n ou r minds . No r i s it eas y t o credi t th e skil l
shown b y th e dream-wor k i n alway s hittin g upo n form s o f expressio n tha t ca n
bear severa l meanings—like the Littl e Tailor in the fair y stor y who hi t seven flies
at on e blow. 36
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