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what is happening in the 
brain when we dream?
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• REM ("rapid eye movement") sleep is usually 
associated with dreaming (people awoken during 
this phase report dreaming 80% of the time) 

• Related "mentation" can happen during NREM 
(non-REM sleep)* 

• During REM sleep, the brain's chemistry is 
different, leading to consciousness with blocked 
sensory input, diminished short-term memory 
recall, inability to form memories, hyperassociative 
reasoning, lack of self-reflection, strong emotions, 
etc.

* see e.g. McNamara, Patrick, et al. “Rem And Nrem Sleep Mentation.” International 
Review of Neurobiology, edited by Angela Clow and Patrick McNamara, vol. 92, 
Academic Press, 2010, pp. 69–86. ScienceDirect, doi:10.1016/S0074-7742(10)92004-7.



activation-synthesis theory: brain activation 
during REM sleep results in the synthesis of dream 
mentation

Hobson, J. Allan. “REM Sleep and Dreaming: Towards a Theory of Protoconsciousness.” 
Nature Reviews Neuroscience, vol. 10, no. 11, Nov. 2009, pp. 803–13. EBSCOhost, doi:
10.1038/nrn2716.



confabulation: "the recitation of imaginary events 
to fill in gaps in memory" (DSM IV)



oneirocriticism



–Rabbi Chisda

“a dream that is not interpreted is like a letter 
that is not read” 

(quoted in Frieden, Ken. “Talmudic Dream Interpretation, Freudian Ambivalence, 
Deconstruction.” Religion, Dec. 1990, https://surface.syr.edu/rel/38.)

https://surface.syr.edu/rel/38


(reported) dream content

hermeneutic

meaning 
(subconscious and/or 

premonitory)
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tradition 

convention 
metaphor
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Oppenheim, A. Leo. “The Interpretation of Dreams in the Ancient Near East. With a 
Translation of an Assyrian Dream-Book.” Transactions of the American Philosophical 
Society, vol. 46, no. 3, 1956, pp. 179–373. JSTOR, doi:10.2307/1005761.



Miller, Gustavus Hindman. Ten Thousand Dreams Interpreted (Hypermedia Edition). 
2002, https://nickm.com/dreams/index.html.



protasis (if X...) 
pró "before" + teínō "stretch")

apodosis (...then Y) 
apó "because of" + dósis "gift"



(why do dream interpretations take 
the form that they do? why are they 

often so similar in both form and 
content?)



similarities in 
oneirocriticisms



wordplay



Noegel, Scott B. “On Puns and Divination: Egyptian Dream Exegesis from a Comparative 
Perspective.” Through a Glass Darkly: Magic, Dreams and Prophecy in Ancient Egypt, 
edited by Kasia Szpakowska, The Classical Press of Wales, 2006, pp. 95–119.



Noegel, Scott B. “On Puns and Divination: Egyptian Dream Exegesis from a Comparative 
Perspective.” Through a Glass Darkly: Magic, Dreams and Prophecy in Ancient Egypt, 
edited by Kasia Szpakowska, The Classical Press of Wales, 2006, pp. 95–119.



Frieden, Ken. “Talmudic Dream Interpretation, Freudian Ambivalence, Deconstruction.” 
Religion, Dec. 1990, https://surface.syr.edu/rel/38.

https://surface.syr.edu/rel/38


–Gershom Gerhard Scholem, quoted in Trettien, Whitney Anne. Computers, 
Cut-Ups and Combinatory Volvelles: An Archaeology of Text-Generating 

Mechanisms. MIT, 2009, http://whitneyannetrettien.com/thesis/.

"Kabbalism is interested not only in reading the 
world as the end-product of God's work, but in 
(re)producing the mechanisms of creation to 

unlock new meaning. Thus for the Kabbalist 'the 
world-process is essentially a linguistic one, 

based on the unlimited combinations of letters' 
to form new spiritual environments..."



metaphor and 
association



pharaoh's dream
In his dream, Pharaoh is standing on the river bank, when seven fat 
cows come out of the river, followed by seven lean cows that eat the 
seven fat ones and still remain lean.  

Then Pharaoh dreams again. This time he sees seven and then seven 
withered ears growing after them. The withered ears devour the good 
ears. Joseph interprets the two dreams as a single dream. The seven 
fat cows and full ears are good years and the seven lean cows and 
withered ears are famine years that follow the good years. The famine 
years "devour" what the good years produce.

Quoted in Lakoff, George. “How Metaphor Structures Dreams: The Theory of Conceptual 
Metaphor Applied to Dream Analysis.” Dreaming, vol. 3, no. 2, 1993, pp. 77–98.



Freud: dream content is 
wish fulfillment

• Condensation 

• Displacement 

• Visualization 

• Symbolism

"You entirely disregard the apparent 
connections between the elements in the 
manifest dream and collect the ideas that 
occur to you in connection with each separate 
element of the dream by free association 
according to the psychoanalytic rule of 
procedure. From this material you arrive at the 
latent dream-thoughts, just as you arrived at 
the patient's hidden complexes from his 
associations to his symptoms and memories... 
The true meaning of the dream, which has 
now replaced the manifest content, is always 
clearly intelligible." [Freud, Five Lectures on 
Psycho-Analysis (1909); Lecture Three]



semantic priming



Figure from Collins, A. M., & Loftus, 
E. F. (1975). A spreading-activation 
theory of semantic processing. 
Psychological Review, 82(6), 
407-428.



Oppenheim, A. Leo. “The Interpretation of Dreams in the Ancient Near East. With a 
Translation of an Assyrian Dream-Book.” Transactions of the American Philosophical 
Society, vol. 46, no. 3, 1956, pp. 179–373. JSTOR, doi:10.2307/1005761.



To see a mouse-trap in dreams, signifies your need 
to be careful of character, as wary persons have 
designs upon you. 

To see it full of mice, you will likely fall into the 
hands of enemies. 

To set a trap, you will artfully devise means to 
overcome your opponents.

Miller, Gustavus Hindman. Ten Thousand Dreams Interpreted (Hypermedia Edition). 
2002, https://nickm.com/dreams/index.html.



dream-internal 
associations



Rittenhouse, Cynthia D., et al. “Constraint on the Transformation of Characters, 
Objects, and Settings in Dream Reports.” Consciousness and Cognition, vol. 3, no. 1, 
Mar. 1994, pp. 100–13. CrossRef, doi:10.1006/ccog.1994.1007.



post-REM creativity


