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Dream Interpretations: A Brief History of Pre-modern Beliefs
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Dream interpretations date back to 3000-4000 B.C. where they were documented in clay tablets by ancient Summerians and Babylonians.  It is said that people in primal societies were unable to distinguish between the dream world and reality of everyday life. They not only saw the dream world as an extension of reality, but the dream realm was a more powerful world than the waking world.  

Back in the Greek and Roman era, dream interpreters accompanied military leaders into battle.  Dreams were extremely significant and often seen as being messages from the gods.  Dreams were viewed in a religious context; they contained messages that must be obeyed by the dreamer. In ancient Egypt, priests also had the job of being dream interpreters for the Pharos and other high leaders. The Egyptians recorded their dreams in hieroglyphics. People with particularly vivid and significant dreams were believed to be blessed and were considered special. People who had the power to interpret dreams were admired and were regarded as being divinely gifted. In the bible, there are over seven hundred mentions of dreams. It seems very clear to historians that people, since the very earliest times, have had an inclination to interpret dreams 

Dreams were also seen by many ancient peoples as being prophetic; people looked to their dreams for signs of warning about the future. They felt their dreams were giving them hints about what was coming and were offering them advice on what to do. A prophetic dream was viewed as an oracle or omen from the spirit world. Dreams could be messages from a deity, from the dead, or even from an evil demon. Dreams often dictated the actions of political and military leaders and aided in the diagnosis of illness for the medicine men and women. Dreams were vital clues for healers in determining what was wrong with the dreamer. People in ancient Greece and ancient China routinely looked to their dreams for help in deciding their next courses of action.

Dreaming has also been viewed by many cultures as an actual place that your spirit and soul go to every night and visit.  The Chinese believed that the soul leaves the body to go into this world. However, if they should be suddenly awakened, their soul might fail to return to the body.  For this reason, some Chinese today are very wary of alarm clocks. Some Native American tribes and native Mexican cultures share this same belief in a distinct dream dimension. They believe their ancestors live in their dreams and take on non-human forms like plants or animals as symbols in their dreams. They see dreams as a way of visiting and having contact with their ancestors. Dreams also help to identify the dreamer’s mission or role in life.

In the early 19th century with the development of the modern scientific method, dreams were dismissed as stemming from anxiety, from a household noise in the night, or even from indigestion.  Therefore, no meaning was attached to dreams. Later on in the late 19th century and early 20th century, Sigmund Freud, the famous psychiatrist, revived the importance of dreams.  In dealing with mentally ill patients, Freud came to believe that dreams had strong significance to people and that by analyzing a patient’s dreams, he could help the patient understand what was wrong in his life. Freud’s belief that dream analysis could help cure people, revolutionized the study of dreams.
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Extra Credit: Vocabulary: Dream Interpretation: A Brief History
Documented


Distinguish between


Extension


Religious context


Hieroglyphics


Vivid


Divinely Gifted


Inclination


Prophetic


Oracle


Omen


Deity


Demon


Diagnosis


Vital


Wary


Distinct dream dimension


Dismissed


Stemming


Anxiety


Indigestion


Revived


Revolutionized


Name __________________________________ Date ________________

Summarize: Dream Interpretation: A Brief History

On the lines below, please summarize the article about the history of dream interpretation.  Ask yourself these questions before you write your summary: (You may type your response or write by hand.)
· Why was the article written?

· What time span of human history does it cover?

· What are the major ways in which dreams have been interpreted and used?

· What final comment would you add?

