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FEATURE

Dreams have always been an enigma.  
From history, cultures have established 
practices around what dreams mean, where 
dreams come from and how they could 
relate to people’s connection to the world.

BEYOND A 
DEEP 

SLUMBER

There have been academic 
studies into the symbology 
of dreams, but none are 

conclusive. The person who 
is closely associated with 
dreams is Swiss psychologist, 
Carl Jung, who saw dreams!as 
the psyche’s attempt to 
communicate important things 
to the individual. Dreams!to 
him are also an important 
part of the development of the 
personality—a process that he 
called individuation.

Dreams originate from an 
individual’s unconscious mind 

interpretation was unnecessary 
for dreams to have meaning.

Many of the archetypal 
imagery Jung discussed in  
his work is common in most 
cultures around the world. 
It hinted at the collective 
consciousness that play a  
role in how the many different 
cultures view dreams.

and unique experiences, but 
most images were thought to 
be manifestations of universal 
archetypes—unconscious 
attitudes hidden from our 
conscious minds. The essence of 
Carl Jung’s studies and theories 
on dreams is that they’re much 
more revealing than they are 
concealing.!But he believed 
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DREAM INCUBATION IN  
ANCIENT EGYPT
In the ancient world, most tribes 
had ‘dream spirits’ or myths 
that were associated with sleep 
and dreams. Dream interpreting 
played a significant part in 
their cultures where visions 
were sought by rite of passage, 
seeking guidance, connecting 
with the spirits or with the inner 
self.!Dreams to them could open 
the mind to the wisdom of the 

unconscious, to 
nature, and to the 
spirits they believe in.

Dream incubation 
was a widespread 

practice across 
the Near Eastern 

civilisations of the 
ancient world—Egyptian, 

Mesopotamian, Greek, and 
Hebrew civilisations. If a person 
wanted advice or a message 
from the gods, he would come 
to a temple to offer payment to 
the keepers of the temple, and 
they would follow a ritual such 
as offering a sacrifice, eating 
certain foods or drinks or fasting. 
This was followed by sleeping 
in the “presence of the gods” in 
the temple. In some places, the 
actual dreaming was done by an 
oracle or prophet or the person 
seeking advice would sleep 
beside the oracle, who would 
then summon the dreams that 
they wanted.

This form of practice 
dominated ancient Egypt. The 
Egyptians believed the dream 
world existed between the land 
of the living and the world on the 
other side inhabited by deities 
and the spirits of the dead. They 
believed strongly that dreams 
were delivered from the gods 
with the power to foretell the 
future and offer advice. They had 
regular rituals to incubate their 
dreams by the oracles in the 
temple.

Dreaming of the moon is a 
good sign, meaning that the 
gods have forgiven you. If a man 

“Ancient Egyptians 
believed strongly 
that dreams were 
delivered from the 

gods with the power 
to foretell the future 
and offer advice.”
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sees himself in the mirror in a 
dream, it is a bad sign that means 
he will have to find another 
wife. Many dreams were easy to 
interpret but when the dreams 
were more obscure, it would 
require the understanding of a 
professional dream interpreter. 

These dream interpreters 
were temple priests, also known 
as Masters of the Secret Things. 
Dreams provided them with 
warnings, prophecies, and advice, 
and they even developed an 
advanced practice of conscious 
dream travel, having trained 
dreamers who advised on affairs 
of the state and provided a 
mental communication network.

As dreams were so significant, 
many Egyptians were meticulous 
in documenting their findings and 
interpretations of dreams into a 
book. Dating back to 1275 BC, 
The Ancient Book of Dreams was 
kept by some Egyptians during 
the reign of Ramesses II. Part of 
the dream book in papyrus is kept 
in the British Museum in London 
and includes 108 dreams.

FROM NATIVE AMERICAN TO 
ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIAN
Perhaps one of the most common 
cultures associated with dreams 
is the Native American culture. In 
his 1994 book, Walking the Sky: 
Visionary Traditions of the Great 
Plains, Lee Irwin delved deep 
into the spiritual significance 
of dreams and visions among 
the native American Midwest. 
Irwin points out that the Native 
Americans believed dream space 
is a sacred place where a person 
can connect with his universal 
consciousness. And this can be 

attained through ritual activities.
Meanwhile, the Australian 

aboriginal mythology believes 
their ancestral spirits dreamt 
the world and dreamt their own 
form into existence. This period 
of recreation was known as 
‘Dreamtime’, the ‘Dreaming’, or 
‘Tjukurrpa’. They represent the 
time when the ancestral spirits 
progressed over the land and 
created life and geographic 
formations and sites.

The ‘Dreaming’ allows them 
to understand their place in 
traditional society and nature, 
connecting their spiritual world 
of the past with the present and 
the future. Dream exists as a 
continuing reality that is a plane 
of existence that people could 
visit in their night dreams. They 

“The Australian 
aboriginal 

mythology believes 
their ancestral 

spirits dreamt the 
world and dreamt 
their own form into 

existence.”

also believe that people could 
meet and talk with ancestral 
spirits in these special dreams. 
This is because they believe that 
dreaming was a path to connect 
with ancestral spirits and an 
opportunity to learn about their 
world. 

These ancestral spirits formed 
the relationships between 
Aboriginal people, as well as 
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the land and all living beings. 
Once the ancestor spirits created 
the world, they transformed 
themselves into other existence. 
Because the ancestors did not 
disappear, the ‘Dreaming’ is  
never-ending, linking the past, 
present and the people and  
the land.

DREAM INTERPRETATION  
OF THE CHINESE
Chinese culture’s belief about 
dreams stems from a record from 
the Yellow Emperor’s Classic of 
Internal Medicine, a Chinese 
manuscript depicting the 
relationship between dreams and 
illness. The Chinese believe that 
your soul leaves the body and 
goes to the dream world when 
you start dreaming. One of their 
fears is that the soul will not return 
to the body if someone awakens 
you abruptly.

inauspicious things or occurrences, 
because dreams were given to 
them by a deity. The Chinese 
believe that dreams are the 
reflections of reality. Many dreams 
are the repetition of things that 
happened in an awakened state. 
Also, some believe that a dream 
is the body’s self-implication. 
Traditional Chinese medicine 
states that dreams are related to 
health—when the two opposite 
elements of Yin and Yang are 
unbalanced, dreams come into 
being. 

The Chinese also believe that 
dreams are usually the contrary 
of reality, which coincides with the 
philosophy that things happen 
in the opposite direction when 
they become extreme. Therefore, 
if you dream of someone’s death, 
it means auspicious things will 
happen. If you dream of your own 
death or the death of someone 
close to you, it implies that you 
and the person will have a long 
life. But if you dream that you get 
rich, it suggests that you will suffer 

Perhaps the most famous 
book related to dreams is The 
Interpretation of Dreams by Duke 
of Zou. The book lists all kinds of 
dreams and predicts good or bad 
fortunes linked to them. This book 
often appeared in the Confucian 
classics therefore, it is inevitably 
linked to the dream culture. The 
book was not thought to be 
superstitious and has been used 
as a reference for the ancient 
Chinese people to interpret their 
dreams.

Ancient Chinese thought that 
dreams can imply auspicious and 

“Traditional Chinese 
medicine states that 

dreams are related to 
health—when the two 

opposite elements 
of Yin and Yang are 

unbalanced, dreams 
come into being.”
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unexpected financial losses. 
And if you dream of someone 
laughing, it indicates that 
something unlucky is going to 
happen.

THE JAPANESE FIRST DREAM
The Japanese culture has its 
own history of dreaming, which 
can be well reconstructed due 
to rich sources of documentary 
material.  While the philosophies 
of Confucianism, Buddhism 
and Taoism were introduced 
and changed the social and 
mental system of Japan, the 
amalgamation of local and 
alien cultures occurred, and 
supernatural beliefs prevailed. 
The period when the Samurai 
class ruled Japan was believed 
to have succeeded in fostering 
good preconditions for accepting 
scientific Western culture.

In Japanese culture,!Hatsuyume! 
is the first dream one has!in 
the new year. Traditionally, the 
contents of such a dream would 
foretell the luck of the dreamer 
in the ensuing year. In Japan, 
the night of 31st December was 
often passed without sleeping, 
thus the!Hatsuyume!is often 
experienced during the night 
of 1st January in the Japanese 
calendar.

For the Japanese, it is 
considered to be particularly 
good luck to dream of Mount 
Fuji, a hawk, and an eggplant. 
This belief originated from the 
early Edo period. Another theory 
suggests this combination is 
lucky because Mount Fuji is 
Japan’s highest mountain, the 
hawk is a clever and strong bird, 
and the word eggplant sounds 

like achieving something great. 
There are also other different 
combinations of dream objects 
that are considered auspicious. 

THE UNIVERSALITY OF DREAMS
Amid the profusion of dreams 
which belong uniquely to one 
individual or are interpreted 
differently by different cultures, 
anthropologists, psychologists, 
and dream workers have found 
recurrent themes in dreams  
which are shared by many 
persons regardless of the 
culture they belong 
in. These so-called 
universal dreams 
transcend all 

generations and cultures. Typical 
dreams include being chased 
or attacked; being injured ill or 
dying; soaring bodily through 
the air; painlessly losing teeth; 
falling or drowning; being naked 
in public or inappropriately 
dressed; being lost or trapped; 
and missing the boat or other 
transport.

According to dream 
researchers, Richard M Griffith, 
Otoya Miyagi, and Akira Tago, the 
universal dream is distinguished 
by being repeated and tends 
to be remembered because of 
some engaging feature. The most 
intriguing aspect is the fact that 
they appear in the same form 
for many dreamers. Perhaps they 
signify a common bond between 
all of us? That remains an open 
question and probably something 
insightful or even beautiful can 
come out of dreams and as 
painter, Vincent van Gogh put it, 
“I dream my painting and I paint 
my dream.” 

“In Japanese 
culture,!Hatsuyume!is 

the first dream one 
has!in the new year. 

Traditionally, the 
contents of such 
a dream would 

foretell the luck of 
the dreamer in the 

ensuing year.”


