On Dreams

A

T FIRST sight one might think that the subject of dreams
is an altogether secondary one; this activity generally
seems to have very little importance compared to the
activity of our waking state.
However, if we examine the question a little more closely,
we shall see that this is not at all the case.
To begin with, we should remember that more than one
third of our existence is spent in sleeping and that, consequently,
the time devoted to physical sleep well deserves our attention.
I say physical sleep, for it would be wrong to think that our
whole being sleeps when our bodies are asleep.
A study based on certain experiments conducted according
to the strictest scientiﬁc methods, was published some twenty
years ago by Dr. Vaschid in a book entitled “Sleep and Dreams”.
The doctors who carried out these experiments were led to
the conclusion that mental activity never really ceases; and it is
this activity which is more or less confusedly transcribed in our
brains by what we know as dreams. Thus, whether we are aware
of it or not, we always dream.
Certainly, it is possible to suppress this activity completely
and to have a total, dreamless sleep; but to be able in this way
to immerse our mental being in a repose similar to the repose
of our physical being, we must have achieved a perfect control
over it, and this is not an easy thing to do.
In most cases, this activity is even heightened, because, as
the body is asleep, the internal faculties are no longer focussed
on or used by the physical life.
It is sometimes said that in a man’s sleep his true nature is
revealed.
Indeed, it often happens that the sensory being, which
throughout the whole day has been subjected to the control of
32

On Dreams

the active will, reacts all the more violently during the night
when this constraint is no longer effective.
All the desires that have been repressed without being dissolved — and this dissociation can only be obtained after much
sound and wide-ranging analysis — seek satisfaction while the
will is dormant.
And since desires are true dynamic centres of formation,
they tend to organise, within and around us, the combination of
circumstances that is most favourable to their satisfaction.
In this way the fruit of many efforts made by our conscious
thought during the day can be destroyed in a few hours at night.
This is one of the main causes of the resistances which our
will for progress often encounters within us, of the difﬁculties
which sometimes appear insurmountable to us and which we are
unable to explain, because our goodwill seems so integral to us.
We must therefore learn to know our dreams, and ﬁrst of all
to distinguish between them, for they are very varied in nature
and quality. In the course of one night we may often have several
dreams which belong to different categories, depending on the
depth of our sleep.
As a general rule, each individual has a period of the night
that is more favourable for dreams, during which his activity is
more fertile, more intellectual, and the mental circumstances of
the environment in which he moves are more interesting.
The great majority of dreams have no other value than that
of a purely mechanical and uncontrolled activity of the physical
brain, in which certain cells continue to function during sleep
as generators of sensory images and impressions conforming to
the pictures received from outside.
These dreams are nearly always caused by purely physical
circumstances — state of health, digestion, position in bed, etc.
With a little self-observation and a few precautions, it is easy
to avoid this type of dream, which is as useless as it is tiring, by
eliminating its physical causes.
There are also other dreams which are nothing but futile
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manifestations of the erratic activities of certain mental faculties,
which associate ideas, conversations and memories that come
together at random.
Such dreams are already more signiﬁcant, for these erratic
activities reveal to us the confusion that prevails in our mental
being as soon as it is no longer subject to the control of our
will, and show us that this being is still not organised or ordered
within us, that it is not mature enough to have an autonomous
life.
Almost the same in form to these, but more important in
their consequences, are the dreams which I mentioned just now,
those which arise from the inner being seeking revenge when
it is freed for a moment from the constraint that we impose
upon it. These dreams often enable us to perceive tendencies,
inclinations, impulses, desires of which we were not conscious
so long as our will to realise our ideal kept them concealed in
some obscure recess of our being.
You will easily understand that rather than letting them
live on unknown to us, it is better to bring them boldly and
courageously to the light, so as to force them to leave us for ever.
We should therefore observe our dreams attentively; they
are often useful instructors who can give us a powerful help on
our way towards self-conquest.
No one knows himself well who does not know the unconﬁned activities of his nights, and no man can call himself his
own master unless he has the perfect consciousness and mastery
of the numerous actions he performs during his physical sleep.
But dreams are not merely the malignant informers of our
weaknesses or the malicious destroyers of our daily effort for
progress.
Although there are dreams which we should contend with or
transform, there are others which should on the contrary be cultivated as precious auxiliaries in our work within and around us.
There can be no doubt that from many points of view our
subconscient knows more than our habitual consciousness.
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Who has not had the experience of a metaphysical, moral or
practical problem with which we grapple in vain in the evening,
and whose solution, impossible to ﬁnd then, appears clearly and
accurately in the morning on waking?
The mental enquiry had been going on throughout the period of sleep and the internal faculties, freed from all material
activity, were able to concentrate solely on the subject of their
interest.
Very often, the work itself remains unconscious; only the
result is perceived.
But at other times, by means of a dream, we participate in
all the mental activity in its smallest details. Only the cerebral
transcription of this activity is often so childish that we normally
pay no attention to it.
From this point of view, it is interesting to note that there is
nearly always a considerable disparity between what our mental
activity is in fact and the way in which we perceive it, and
especially the way in which we remain conscious of it. In its own
medium, this activity produces vibrations which are transmitted
by repercussion to the cellular system of our organic brain, but
in our sleeping brain, the subtle vibrations of the suprasensible
domain can affect only a very limited number of cells; the inertia
of most of the organic supports of the cerebral phenomenon
reduces the number of active elements, impoverishes the mental
synthesis and makes it unﬁt to transcribe the activity of the
internal states, except into images which are most often vague
and inadequate.
To make this disparity more tangible to you, I shall give
you an example, one among many, which has come to my
knowledge.
Recently, a writer was preoccupied with a half-written chapter which he was unable to ﬁnish.
His mind, particularly interested in this work of composition, continued the chapter during the night, and the more
it phrased and rephrased the ideas making up the various
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paragraphs, it became aware that these ideas were not expressed
in the most rational order and that the paragraphs had to be
rearranged.
All this work was transcribed in the consciousness of our
writer in the following dream: he was in his study with several
armchairs which he had just brought there and was arranging
and rearranging them in the room, until he found the most
suitable place for each one.
In the knowledge that certain people may have had of such
inadequate transcriptions, we can ﬁnd the origin of the popular
beliefs, the “dream-books” which are the delight of so many
simple souls.
But it is easy to understand that this clumsy transcription
has a particular form for each individual; each one makes his
own distortion.
Consequently, an excessive generalisation of certain interpretations which may have been quite correct for the person
applying them to his own case, merely gives rise to vulgar and
foolish superstitions.
It is as if the writer we have just mentioned were to impart
as a great secret to his friends and acquaintances that every time
they saw themselves arranging armchairs in a dream, it was a
sign that the next day they would at some moment reverse the
order of the paragraphs in a book.
The cerebral transcription of the activities of the night is
sometimes warped to such an extent that phenomena are perceived as the opposite of what they really are.
For example, when you have a bad thought against someone
and when this bad thought, left to itself, gathers full force during
the night, you dream that the person in question is beating you,
is doing you some bad turn, or even wounding you or trying to
kill you.
Moreover, as a general rule, we should take great intellectual precautions before interpreting a dream, and above all, we
should review exhaustively all the subjective explanations before
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we assign to it the value of an objective reality.
However, especially in those who have unlearnt the habit
of always directing their thoughts towards themselves, there
are cases where we can observe events outside ourselves, events
which are not the reﬂection of our personal mental constructions. And if we know how to translate into intellectual language
the more or less inadequate images into which the brain has
translated these events, we can learn many things that our too
limited physical faculties do not allow us to perceive.
Some people, by a special culture and training, are even able
to become and remain conscious of the deeper activities of their
inner being, independently of their own cerebral transcription,
and thus to evoke them and know them in the waking state with
the full range of their faculties.
Many interesting observations could be made on this topic,
but perhaps it is better to allow each one to experience for
himself the many possibilities which lie within man’s reach in a
ﬁeld of activity which he too often leaves undeveloped.
Uncultivated lands produce weeds. We do not want any
weeds in ourselves, so let us cultivate the vast ﬁeld of our nights.
You must not think that this can be in the least harmful to
the depth of your sleep and the efﬁcacy of a repose which is
not only indispensable but beneﬁcial. On the contrary, there are
many people whose nights are more tiring than their days, for
reasons which often elude them; they should become conscious
of these reasons so that their will can begin to act on them and
remove their effects, that is, to put a stop to these activities which
in such cases are nearly always useless and even harmful.
If our night has enabled us to gain some new knowledge
— the solution of a problem, a contact of our inner being with
some centre of life or light, or even the accomplishment of some
useful task — we shall always wake up with a feeling of strength
and well-being.
The hours that are wasted in doing nothing good or useful
are the most tiring.
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But how can we cultivate this ﬁeld of action, how can we
become conscious of our nocturnal activities?
We shall ﬁnd the way to do so very broadly outlined in a
passage from a book devoted to the study of our inner life:
“The same discipline of concentration which enables man
not to remain a stranger to the inner activities of the waking
state also provides him with a way to escape from his ignorance
of the even richer activities of the various states of sleep.
“These activities usually leave behind them only a few rare
and confused memories.
“However, it is noteworthy that a chance circumstance, an
impression received, a word pronounced, is sometimes enough
to bring suddenly back to the consciousness a whole long dream
of which we had no recollection a moment before.
“We can infer from this simple fact that the conscious activity has taken only a very minor part in the phenomena of the
sleeping state, since in the normal state of things they would
have remained lost for ever in the subconscient memory.
“In this domain, the practice of concentration should therefore focus both on the special faculty of memory and on the
participation of the consciousness in the activities of the sleeping
state.
“Someone who wishes to recover the memory of a forgotten dream should ﬁrst of all focus his attention on the vague
impressions which the dream may have left behind it and in this
way follow its indistinct trace as far as possible.
“This regular exercise will enable him to go further every
day towards the obscure retreat of the subconscient where these
forgotten phenomena of sleep take refuge, and thus trace out
an easily followed path between these two domains of consciousness.
“One useful remark to be made from this point of view is
that the absence of memories is very often due to the abruptness
of the return to the waking consciousness. (The waking should
not be too abrupt.)
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“As a matter of fact, at that moment, the new activities
breaking into the ﬁeld of consciousness force out everything
that is unfamiliar to them and add to the difﬁculty of the subsequent work of concentration needed to recall the things which
have been expelled in this way. On the other hand, this work
will be made easier whenever certain mental and even physical
precautions are observed for a quiet transition from one state to
another. (If possible, do not make any abrupt movements in bed
at the time of waking.)
“However, this special training of the faculty of memory can
only transform into conscious phenomena in the waking state
the phenomena which have already been made conscious, even if
only ﬂeetingly, during sleep. For where there is no consciousness,
there can be no memory.
“Consequently, in the second place, we must work to extend
the participation of the consciousness to a greater number of
activities in the sleeping state.
“The daily habit of reviewing with interest the various
dreams of the night, whose traces will gradually become transformed into precise memories, as well as the habit of noting
them down on waking, will be found most helpful from this
point of view.
“By these habits, the mental faculties will be led to adapt
their mechanism to phenomena of this kind and to exercise on
them their attention, their curiosity and power of analysis.
“A kind of intellectualisation of our dreams will then occur, with the double result of making the conscious activities
intervene more and more closely in the play of the formerly
disorganised activities of the sleeping state, and of progressively
increasing their scope by making them more and more rational
and instructive.
“Dreams will then take on the nature of precise visions
and sometimes of revelations, and useful knowledge of a whole
important order of things will be gained.”
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